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Preface 


This book tells the story of the Third Reich, the regime created in Germany 
by Hitler and his National Socialists, from the moment when it completed its 
seizure of power in the summer of 1933 to the point when it plunged Europe 
into the Second World War at the beginning of September 1939. It follows an 
earlier volume, The Coming of the Third Reich, which told the story of the 
origins of Nazism, analysed the development of its ideas and recounted its 
rise to power during the years of the ill-fated Weimar Republic. A third 
volume, The Third Reich at War, will follow in due course, covering the 
period from September 1939 to May 1945 and exploring the legacy of 
Nazism in Europe and the world in the rest of the twentieth century and on to 
the present. The general approach of all three volumes is set out in the Preface 
to The Coming of the Third Reich and does not need to be repeated in detail 
here. Those who have already read that book can go straight to the beginning 
of the first chapter of this one; but some readers might like to be reminded of 
the central arguments of the earlier volume, and those who have not read it 
may wish to turn to the Prologue, which sketches the main lines of what 
happened before the end of June 1933, when the story told in the following 
pages begins. 

The approach adopted in the present book is necessarily thematic, but 
within each chapter I have tried, as in the previous volume, to mix narrative, 
description and analysis and to chart the rapidly changing situation as it 
unfolded over time. The Third Reich was not a static or monolithic 
dictatorship; it was dynamic and fast-moving, consumed from the outset by 
visceral hatreds and ambitions. Dominating everything was the drive to war, a 
war that Hitler and the Nazis saw as leading to the German racial reordering 
of Central and Eastern Europe and the re-emergence of Germany as the 
dominant power on the European Continent and beyond that, the world. In 
each of the following chapters, dealing in turn with policing and repression, 
culture and propaganda, religion and education, the economy, society and 
everyday life, racial policy and antisemitism, and foreign policy, the 
overriding imperative of preparing Germany and its people for a major war 
emerges clearly as the common thread. But that imperative was neither 
rational in itself, nor followed in a coherent way. In one area after another, the 
contradictions and inner irrationalities of the regime emerge; the Nazis’ 
headlong rush to war contained the seeds of the Third Reich’s eventual 
destruction. How and why this should be so is one of the major questions that 


run through this book and bind its separate parts together. So too do many 
further questions: about the extent to which the Third Reich won over the 
German people; the manner in which it worked; the degree to which Hitler, 
rather than broader systematic factors inherent in the structure of the Third 
Reich as a whole, drove policy onwards; the possibilities of opposition, 
resistance, dissent or even non-conformity to the dictates of National 
Socialism under a dictatorship that claimed the total allegiance of all its 
citizens; the nature of the Third Reich’s relationship with modernity; the ways 
in which its policies in different areas resembled, or differed from, those 
pursued elsewhere in Europe and beyond during the 1930s; and much more 
besides. A narrative thread is provided by the arrangement of the chapters, 
which move progressively closer to the war as the book moves along. 

Inevitably, however, while separating out the many different aspects of the 
Third Reich into different themes makes it easier to present them coherently, 
it also comes at a price, since these aspects impinged on each other in a 
variety of different ways. Foreign policy had an impact on racial policy, racial 
policy had an impact on educational policy, propaganda went hand-in-hand 
with repression, and so on. So the treatment of a theme in a particular chapter 
is necessarily incomplete in itself, and the individual chapters should not be 
treated as comprehensive accounts of the topics with which they deal. Thus, 
for example, the removal of the Jews from the economy is dealt with in the 
chapter on the economy, rather than in the chapter on racial policy; Hitler’s 
formulation of his war aims in the so-called Hossbach memorandum in 1937 
is covered in the section on rearmament rather than in the chapter on foreign 
policy; and the impact of the German takeover of Austria on antisemitism in 
the Third Reich is discussed in the final chapter, rather than in the section on 
antisemitism in 1938. I hope that these decisions about the structure of the 
book make sense, but their logic will only be clear to those who read the book 
consecutively, from start to finish. Anyone who wants to use it simply as a 
work of reference is recommended to turn to the index, where the location of 
the book’s principal themes, characters and events is laid out in detail. 

In the preparation of the present work I have once more benefited from the 
incomparable resources of Cambridge University Library, the Wiener Library 
and the German Historical Institute London. The Staatsarchiv der Freien- und 
Hansestadt Hamburg and the Forschungsstelle fiir Zeitgeschichte in Hamburg 
kindly permitted consultation of the unpublished diaries of Luise Solmitz, and 
Bernhard Fulda generously supplied copies of key issues of German 
newspapers. The advice and support of many friends and colleagues has been 
crucial. My agent, Andrew Wylie, and his staff, particularly Christopher Oram 
and Michal Shavit, gave their time to the project in many ways. Stephanie 


Chan, Christopher Clark, Bernhard Fulda, Christian Goeschel, Victoria 
Harris, Robin Holloway, Max Horster, Valeska Huber, Sir Ian Kershaw, Scott 
Moyers, Jonathan Petropoulos, David Reynolds, Kristin Semmens, Adam 
Tooze, Nikolaus Wachsmann and Simon Winder read early drafts, saved me 
from many errors and made many useful suggestions: I am indebted to them 
for their help. Christian Goeschel also kindly checked the proofs of the Notes 
and Bibliography. Simon Winder and Scott Moyers have been exemplary 
editors, and their advice and enthusiasm have been essential throughout. 
Conversations with, or suggestions from, Norbert Frei, Gavin Stamp, 
Riccarda Tomani, David Welch and many others have been invaluable. David 
Watson was an exemplary copy-editor; Alison Hennessy took immense pains 
over the picture research; and it was extremely instructive to work with 
Andras Bereznay on the maps. Christine L. Corton read the entire manuscript 
and beyond the application of her professional expertise, her practical support 
over the years has been indispensable to the whole project. Our sons Matthew 
and Nicholas, to whom this book, like its predecessor, is dedicated, have 
provided welcome relief from its grim subject-matter. I am grateful to them 
all. 

Richard J. Evans 

Cambridge, May 2005 


PROLOGUE 


I 


The Third Reich came to power in the first half of 1933 on the ruins of 
Germany’s first attempt at democracy, the ill-fated Weimar Republic. By July, 
the Nazis had created virtually all the fundamental features of the regime that 
was to govern Germany until its collapse almost twelve years later, in 1945. 
They had eliminated open opposition at every level, created a one-party state, 
and co-ordinated all the major institutions of German society with the 
exceptions of the army and the Churches. Many people have tried to explain 
how they managed to achieve such a position of total dominance in German 
politics and society with such speed. One tradition of explanation points to 
long-term weaknesses in the German national character that made it hostile to 
democracy, inclined to follow ruthless leaders and susceptible to the appeal of 
militarists and demagogues. But when one looks at the nineteenth century, 
one can see very little evidence of such traits. Liberal and democratic 
movements were no weaker than they were in many other countries. More 
relevant, perhaps, was the relatively late creation of a German nation-state. 
After the collapse in 1806 of the Holy Roman Reich created by Charlemagne 
a millennium before - the famous thousand-year Reich that Hitler sought to 
emulate - Germany was disunited until the wars engineered by Bismarck 
between 1864 and 1871, which led to the formation of what was later called 
the Second Reich, the German Empire ruled by the Kaiser. In many ways this 
was a modern state: it had a national parliament that, unlike its British 
counterpart for example, was elected by universal manhood suffrage; 
elections attracted a voter turnout of over 80 per cent; and political parties 
were well organized and an accepted part of the political system. The largest 
of these by 1914, the Social Democratic Party, had over a million members 
and was committed to democracy, equality, the emancipation of women and 
the ending of racial discrimination and prejudice, including antisemitism. 
Germany’s economy was the most dynamic in the world, rapidly overtaking 
the British by the turn of the century, and in the most advanced areas like the 
electrical and chemical industries, rivalling even the Americans. Middle-class 
values, culture and behaviour were dominant in Germany by the turn of the 
century. Modern art and culture were beginning to make their mark in the 
paintings of Expressionists like Max Beckmann and Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, 
the plays of Frank Wedekind and the novels of Thomas Mann. 

Of course, there was a down-side to the Bismarckian Reich. Aristocratic 


privilege remained entrenched in some areas, the national parliament’s 
powers were limited and the big industrialists, like their counterparts in the 
USA, were deeply hostile to unionized labour. Bismarck’s persecution, first, 
of the Catholics in the 1870s, then of the fledgling Social Democratic Party in 
the 1880s, got Germans used to the idea that a government could declare 
whole categories of the population ‘enemies of the Reich’ and drastically 
curtail their civil liberties. The Catholics responded by trying to integrate 
more closely into the social and political system, the Social Democrats by 
sticking rigidly to the law and repudiating the idea of violent resistance or 
violent revolution; both behavioural traits that were to resurface to disastrous 
effect in 1933. In the 1890s, too, small extremist political parties and 
movements emerged, arguing that Bismarck’s work of unification was 
incomplete because millions of ethnic Germans still lived outside the Reich, 
especially in Austria but also in many other parts of Eastern Europe. While 
some politicians began to argue that Germany needed a large overseas Empire 
like the British already possessed, others began to tap lower-middle-class 
feelings of being overtaken by big business, the small shopkeeper’s fear of the 
department store, the male clerk’s resentment of the growing presence in 
business of the female secretary, the bourgeois sense of disorientation when 
confronted by Expressionist and abstract art and many other unsettling effects 
of Germany’s headlong social, economic and cultural modernization. Such 
groups found an easy target in Germany’s tiny minority of Jews, a mere 1 per 
cent of the population, who had mostly been remarkably successful in 
German society and culture since their emancipation from legal restrictions in 
the course of the nineteenth century. For the antisemites the Jews were a 
source of all their problems. They argued that the civil liberties of the Jews 
had to be restricted and their economic activities curtailed. Soon political 
parties like the Centre Party and the Conservatives were losing votes to these 
fringe parties of antisemites. They responded by incorporating into their own 
programmes the promise to reduce what they described as the subversive 
influence of the Jews in German society and culture. At the same time, in a 
very different area of society, Social Darwinists and eugenicists were 
beginning to argue that the German race needed to be strengthened by 
discarding the traditional Christian respect for life and by sterilizing or even 
killing the weak, the handicapped, the criminal and the insane. 

These were still minority strands of thought before 1914; nor did anyone 
weld them together into any kind of effective synthesis. Antisemitism was 
widespread in German society, but overt violence against Jews was still rare. 
What changed this situation was the First World War. In August 1914 
cheering crowds greeted the outbreak of war on Germany’s main town 


squares, as they did in other countries too. The Kaiser declared that he 
recognized no parties any more, only Germans. The spirit of 1914 became a 
mythical symbol of national unity, just as the image of Bismarck conjured up 
a mythical nostalgia for a strong and decisive political leader. The military 
stalemate reached by 1916 led to the German war effort being put in the hands 
of two generals who had won major victories on the Eastern Front, Paul von 
Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff. But despite their tight organization of the 
war effort, Germany was unable to withstand the might of the Americans 
when they entered the war in 1917, and by early November 1918 the war was 
lost. 

Defeat in the First World War had a disastrous effect on Germany. The 
peace terms, though no harsher than those which Germany planned to impose 
on other countries in the event of victory, were bitterly resented by almost all 
Germans. They included the demand for massive financial reparations for the 
damage caused by the German occupation of Belgium and northern France, 
the destruction of the German navy and air force, the restriction of the 
German army to 100,000 men and the banning of modern weapons like tanks, 
the loss of territory to France and above all to Poland. The war also destroyed 
the international economy, which did not recover for another thirty years. Not 
only were there huge costs to pay, but the collapse of the Habsburg Empire 
and the creation of new independent states in Eastern Europe fuelled national 
economic egotism and made international economic co-operation impossible. 
Germany in particular had paid for the war by printing money in the hope of 
backing it by annexing industrial areas of France and Belgium. The German 
economy could not meet the reparations bill without raising taxes, and no 
German government was willing to do this because it would have meant its 
opponents would have been able to accuse it of taxing the Germans to pay the 
French. Inflation was the result. In 1913 the dollar had been worth 4 paper 
marks; by the end of 1919 it was worth 47; by July 1922, 493, by December 
1922, 7,000. Reparations had to be paid in gold and in goods, and at this rate 
of inflation the Germans were neither willing nor able to manage it. In 
January 1923 the French and Belgians occupied the Ruhr and began to seize 
industrial assets and products. The German government announced a policy 
of non-cooperation. This sparked a decline of the mark’s value against the 
dollar that was unprecedented in scale. An American dollar cost 353,000 
marks in July 1923; in August four and a half million; in October 25,260 
million; in December four million million, or four followed by twelve 
noughts. Economic collapse stared Germany in the face. 

Eventually the inflation was halted. A new currency was introduced; passive 
resistance to the Franco-Belgian occupation ended; the foreign troops 


withdrew; reparations payments resumed. The inflation fragmented the 
middle classes, by pitting one interest group against another, so that no 
political party was able to unite them. The post-inflation stabilization, 
retrenchment and rationalization meant massive job losses, both in industry 
and in the civil service. From 1924 onwards there were millions of 
unemployed. Business resented the failure of government to help it in this 
deflationary situation and began to look for alternatives. For the middle 
classes in general, the inflation meant a moral and cultural disorientation that 
was only worsened for many by what they saw as the excesses of modern 
culture in the 1920s, from jazz and cabaret in Berlin to abstract art, atonal 
music and experimental literature such as the concrete poetry of the Dadaists. 
This sense of disorientation was present in politics too, as defeat in war had 
brought about the collapse of the Reich, the flight of the Kaiser into exile, and 
the creation of the Weimar Republic in the revolution of November 1918. The 
Weimar Republic had a moder constitution, with female suffrage and 
proportional representation, but these were not instrumental in its downfall. 
The real problem of the constitution was the independently elected President, 
who had wide-ranging emergency powers under article 48 of the constitution 
to rule by decree. This was already used extensively by the Republic’s first 
President, the Social Democrat Friedrich Ebert. When he died in 1925, his 
elected successor was Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg, a staunch 
monarchist who had no deep commitment to the constitution. In his hands, 
article 48 would prove fatal to the Republic’s survival. 

The final legacy of the First World War was a cult of violence, not just in 
the hands of veterans such as the radical right-wing Steel Helmets, but more 
particularly in the younger generation of men who had not been old enough to 
fight, and now tried to match the heroic deeds of their elders by fighting on 
the home front. The war polarized politics, with Communist revolutionaries 
on the left and various radical groups emerging on the right. The most 
notorious of these were the Free Corps, armed bands who were used by the 
government to put down Communist and far-left revolutionary uprisings in 
Berlin and Munich in the winter of 1918-19. The Free Corps attempted a 
violent coup d’état in Berlin in the early spring of 1920, which led to an 
armed left-wing uprising in the Ruhr, while there were further left- and right- 
wing uprisings in 1923. Even in the relatively stable years from 1924 to 1929, 
at least 170 members of various political paramilitary squads were killed in 
street fighting; in the early 1930s the deaths and injuries escalated 
dramatically, with 300 killed in street and meeting-room clashes in the year 
from March 1930 to March 1931 alone. Political tolerance had given way to 
violent extremism. The parties of the liberal centre and moderate left suffered 


dramatic electoral losses in the mid-1920s, as the spectre of Communist 
revolution retreated and the middle classes voted for parties further to the 
right. Those parties that actively supported the Weimar Republic never had a 
parliamentary majority after 1920. Finally, the Republic’s legitimacy was 
further undermined by the bias of the judiciary in favour of right-wing 
assassins and insurgents who claimed patriotism as their motive, and by the 
neutral stance taken by the army, which became steadily more resentful at the 
Republic’s failure to persuade the international community to lift the 
restrictions placed on its numbers and equipment by the Treaty of Versailles. 
German democracy, hastily improvised in the aftermath of military defeat, 
was by no means doomed to failure from the start, but the events of the 1920s 
meant that it never had much of a chance to establish itself on a stable 
footing. 


II 


There was a huge variety of extremist, antisemitic groups on the far right in 
1919, especially in Munich, but by 1923 one of them stood out above the rest: 
the National Socialist German Workers’ Party, led by Adolf Hitler. So much 
has been written about the power and impact of Hitler and the Nazis that it is 
important to point out that his party was out on the far margins of politics 
until the very end of the 1920s. Hitler, in other words, was not a political 
genius who raised mass support for himself and his party single-handedly. 
Born in Austria in 1889, he was a failed artist with a Bohemian lifestyle who 
possessed one great gift: the ability to move crowds with his rhetoric. His 
party, founded in 1919, was more dynamic, more ruthless and more violent 
than other extreme-right-wing fringe groups. In 1923 it felt confident enough 
to try a violent coup d’état in Munich as a prelude to a march on Berlin along 
the lines of Mussolini’s successful ‘march on Rome’ the previous year. But it 
failed to win over the army or the forces of political conservatism in Bavaria, 
and the coup was dissipated in a hail of gunfire. Hitler was convicted and put 
into Landsberg prison, where he dictated his autobiographical political tract, 
My Struggle, to his dogsbody Rudolf Hess: not a blueprint for the future, to be 
sure, but a compendium of Hitler’s ideas, above all antisemitism and the idea 
of a racial conquest of Eastern Europe, for all who cared to read it. 

By the time he came out of prison, Hitler had assembled the ideology of 
Nazism from disparate elements of antisemitism, pan-Germanism, eugenics 
and so-called racial hygiene, geopolitical expansionism, hostility to 
democracy, and hostility to cultural modernism, which had been floating 
around for some time but had not so far been integrated into a coherent whole. 


He gathered around him a team of immediate subordinates - the talented 
propagandist Joseph Goebbels, the decisive man of action Hermann Goring 
and others - who built up his image as leader and reinforced his sense of 
destiny. But despite all this, and despite the violent activism of his brownshirt 
paramilitaries on the streets, he got nowhere politically until the very end of 
the 1920s. In May 1928 the Nazis only won 2.6 per cent of the vote, and a 
‘Grand Coalition’ of centrist and leftist parties led by the Social Democrats 
took office in Berlin. In October 1929, however, the Wall Street crash brought 
the German economy tumbling down with it. American banks withdrew the 
loans on which German economic recovery had been financed since 1924. 
German banks had to call in their loans to German businesses in response, 
and businesses had no option but to lay off workers or go bankrupt, which 
indeed many of them did. Within little more than two years more than one 
German worker in three was unemployed, and millions more were on short- 
term work or reduced wages. The unemployment insurance system broke 
down completely, leaving increasing numbers destitute. Agriculture, already 
under strain because of a fall in world demand, collapsed as well. 

The political effects of the Depression were calamitous. The Grand 
Coalition broke up in disarray; so deep were the divisions between the parties 
over how to deal with the crisis that a parliamentary majority could no longer 
be found for any kind of decisive action. Reich President Hindenburg 
appointed a cabinet of experts under the Catholic politician Heinrich Briining, 
an avowed monarchist. It proceeded to impose savagely deflationary 
cutbacks, only making the situation worse still. And it did so by using the 
Presidential power of rule by decree under article 48 of the constitution, 
bypassing the Reichstag altogether. Political power was diverted from 
parliament upwards, to the circle around Hindenburg, who could use his 
power of ruling by decree, and downwards, onto the streets, where violence 
escalated exponentially, pushed on by Hitler’s brownshirted stormtroopers, 
now numbering hundreds of thousands. For the thousands of young men who 
joined the brownshirts, violence quickly became a way of life, almost a drug, 
as they launched against the Communists and the Social Democrats the fury 
their elders had vented on the enemy in 1914-18. 

Many brownshirts were without a job in the early 1930s. It was not 
unemployment, however, that drove people to support the Nazis. The 
unemployed flocked above all to the Communists, whose vote rose steadily 
until it reached 17 per cent, giving the party 100 seats in the Reichstag, in 
November 1932. The Communists’ violent revolutionary rhetoric, promising 
the destruction of capitalism and the creation of a Soviet Germany, terrified 
the country’s middle classes, who knew only too well what had happened to 


their counterparts in Russia after 1918. Appalled at the failure of the 
government to solve the crisis, and frightened into desperation by the rise of 
the Communists, they began to leave the squabbling little factions of the 
conventional political right and gravitate towards the Nazis instead. Other 
groups followed, including many Protestant small farmers, and manual 
workers from areas where the culture and traditions of the Social Democrats 
were weak. While all the middle-class parties collapsed completely, the Social 
Democrats and the Centre Party managed to restrict their losses. But by 1932 
they were all that was left of the moderate centre, squashed helplessly 
between 100 uniformed Communist and 196 brownshirted deputies in the 
Reichstag. The polarization of politics could hardly be more dramatic. 

The Nazis, then, as the elections of September 1930 and July 1932 showed, 
were a catch-all party of social protest with particularly strong middle-class 
support and relatively weak, though still very significant, working-class 
backing at the polls. They had broken out of their core constituency of the 
Protestant lower middle classes and farming community. Other parties, 
appalled at their losses, tried to beat them at their own game. This had nothing 
to do with specific policies, much more with the image of dynamism that the 
Nazis projected. The hated, calamitous Weimar Republic had to be got rid of, 
and the people united once more in a national community that knew no parties 
or classes, just as it had been in 1914; Germany had to reassert itself on the 
international scene and become a leading power again: that was more or less 
what the Nazis’ programme amounted to. They modified their specific 
policies according to their audience, playing down their antisemitism where it 
met with no response, for example, which is to say in most parts of the 
electorate after 1928. Besides the Nazis and the Communists battling it out on 
the streets, and the intriguers around President Hindenburg vying for the old 
man’s ear, a third major player now entered the political game: the army. 
Increasingly alarmed by the rise of Communism and the growing mayhem on 
the streets, the army also saw the new political situation as an opportunity to 
get rid of Weimar democracy and impose an authoritarian, military 
dictatorship that would repudiate the Treaty of Versailles and rearm the 
country in preparation for a war of reconquest of Germany’s lost territories, 
and perhaps more besides. 

The army’s power lay in the fact that it was the only force that could 
effectively restore order in the shattered country. When President 
Hindenburg’s re-election in 1932 was achieved only with the help of the 
Social Democrats, who backed him as a less unacceptable choice than his 
main rival, Hitler, Chancellor Briining’s days were numbered. He had failed 
in almost everything he had undertaken, from solving the economic crisis to 


restoring order to Germany’s towns and cities, and he had now offended 
Hindenburg by failing to secure his re-election unopposed and by proposing 
the break-up of the kind of landed estate Hindenburg himself owned in 
Eastern Germany to help the destitute peasantry. The army was anxious to get 
rid of Briining because his deflationary policies were preventing rearmament. 
Like many conservative groups it hoped to enlist the Nazis, now the largest 
political party, as legitimation and support for the destruction of Weimar 
democracy. In May 1932 Briining was forced to resign and replaced by the 
Catholic landed aristocrat Franz von Papen, a _ personal friend of 
Hindenburg’s. 

Papen’s advent to power sounded the death-knell of Weimar democracy. He 
used the army to depose the Social Democratic state government in Prussia 
and prepared to reform the Weimar constitution by restricting voting rights 
and drastically curtailing the legislative powers of the Reichstag. He began to 
ban critical issues of daily newspapers and to restrict civil freedoms. But the 
elections he called in July 1932 only registered a further increase in the Nazi 
vote, which now reached 37.4 per cent of the poll. Papen’s attempt to enlist 
Hitler and the Nazis in support of his government failed when Hitler insisted 
that he and not Papen had to head the government. Lacking almost any 
support in the country, Papen was forced to resign when the army lost 
patience with him and put its own man into office. The new head of 
government, General Kurt von Schleicher, did no better at restoring order or 
co-opting the Nazis to give the semblance of popular backing to his policy of 
creating an authoritarian state. After the Nazis had lost two million votes in 
the Reichstag elections of November 1932, their evident decline and their 
obvious lack of funds created a serious division in the Party’s ranks. The 
Party’s organizer and effective second man after Hitler, Gregor Strasser, 
resigned from the Party in frustration at Hitler’s refusal to negotiate with 
Hindenburg and Papen. The moment seemed right to take advantage of the 
Nazis’ weakness. On 30 January 1933, with the agreement of the army, 
Hindenburg appointed Hitler as head of a new government in which all the 
other posts bar two were held by conservatives, with Papen as deputy 
Chancellor at their head. 


Ill 


In reality, 30 January 1933 marked the beginning of the Nazi seizure of 
power, not of a conservative counter-revolution. Hitler had avoided the 
mistakes he had made ten years previously: he had achieved office without 
formally destroying the constitution, and with the support of the conservative 


establishment and the army. The question now was how to convert his 
position in yet another Weimar coalition cabinet into a dictatorship in a one- 
party state. First, all he could think of doing was to intensify the violence on 
the streets. He persuaded Papen to appoint Hermann Goring as Prussian 
Minister of the Interior, and in this capacity Goring promptly enrolled the 
brownshirts as auxiliary police. They went on the rampage, smashing trade 
union offices, beating up Communists, and breaking up Social Democratic 
meetings. On 28 February chance came to the Nazis’ aid: a lone Dutch 
anarcho-syndicalist, Marinus van der Lubbe, burned down the Reichstag 
building in protest against the injustices of unemployment. Hitler and Goring 
persuaded a willing cabinet effectively to suppress the Communist Party. Four 
thousand Communists including virtually the entire party leadership were 
immediately arrested, beaten up, tortured and thrown into newly created 
concentration camps. There was no let-up in the campaign of violence and 
brutality in the weeks that followed. By the end of March the Prussian police 
reported that 20,000 Communists were in prison. By the summer over 
100,000 Communists, Social Democrats, trade unionists and others had been 
arrested, with even official estimates putting the number of deaths in custody 
at 600. All of this was sanctioned by an emergency decree signed by 
Hindenburg the night after the fire suspending civil liberties and allowing the 
cabinet to take any necessary measures to protect public safety. Van der 
Lubbe’s lone act was portrayed by Joseph Goebbels, soon to become Reich 
Propaganda Minister, as the result of a Communist conspiracy to stage an 
armed uprising. This convinced many middle-class voters that the decree was 
right. 

Yet the government did not ban the Communists in a formal, legal sense, 
because it feared that the party’s voters would all desert to the Social 
Democrats in the elections Hitler had called for 5 March. Amidst massive 
Nazi propaganda, paid for by an inflow of fresh funds from industry, and 
violent intimidation, in which most rival political meetings were banned or 
broken up, the Nazis still failed to achieve an overall majority, peaking at 44 
per cent and only getting over the 50 per cent barrier with the help of their 
conservative Nationalist coalition partners. The Communists still won 12 per 
cent and the Social Democrats 18 per cent, with the Centre Party holding firm 
at 11 per cent of the vote. This meant that Hitler and his cabinet colleagues 
were still far short of the two-thirds majority they needed to alter the 
constitution. But on 23 March 1933 they still managed to get it by threatening 
civil war if they were frustrated, and by winning over the Centre Party 
deputies with the promise of a comprehensive Concordat with the Papacy 
guaranteeing Catholics’ rights. The so-called Enabling Act passed by the 


Reichstag that day gave the cabinet the right to rule by decree without 
reference either to the Reichstag or to the President. Together with the 
Reichstag Fire Decree it provided the legal pretext for the creation of a 
dictatorship. Only the ninety-four Social Democratic deputies present voted 
against it. 

The Social Democrats and Communists between them had won 221 seats in 
the Reichstag elections of November 1932 as against 196 for the Nazis and 
another 51 for the Nazis’ allies the Nationalists. But they failed completely to 
mount any concerted resistance to the Nazi seizure of power. They were 
bitterly divided. The Communists, under orders from Stalin in Moscow, 
labelled the Social Democrats ‘Social Fascists’ and argued that they were 
worse than the Nazis. The Social Democrats were reluctant to co-operate with 
a party whose deviousness and unscrupulousness they rightly feared. Their 
paramilitary organizations fought hard against the Nazis on the streets, but 
they would have been no match for the army, which backed the Hitler 
government all the way in 1933, and their numbers were also well below 
those of the stormtroopers, who numbered more than three-quarters of a 
million in February 1933. The Social Democrats wanted to avoid bloodshed 
in this situation, and stayed true to their law-abiding traditions. The 
Communists believed that the Hitler government was the last gasp of a 
moribund capitalist system that would quickly collapse, opening the way to a 
proletarian revolution, so they saw no need to prepare for an uprising. Finally, 
a general strike was out of the question when unemployment stood at 35 per 
cent; striking workers would quickly have been replaced by unemployed 
people desperate to rescue themselves and their families from destitution. 

Goebbels got the agreement of the trade union leaders to support the 
creation of a new national holiday on Mayday, a long-held demand of the 
unions, and turned it into a so-called day of national labour, with hundreds of 
thousands of workers gathering on Germany’s public squares under the 
swastika to listen to speeches by Hitler and the other Nazi leaders broadcast 
over loudspeakers. The next day stormtroopers all over Germany raided trade 
union and Social Democratic offices and premises, looted them, carried off 
the funds, and closed them down. Within a few weeks, mass arrests of union 
officials and Social Democratic leaders, many of whom were beaten up and 
tortured in makeshift concentration camps, had broken the spirit of the labour 
movement. Other parties were now targeted in turn. The liberal and splinter 
parties, reduced by electoral attrition to being small groups on the fringes of 
politics, were forced to dissolve themselves. A whispering campaign began 
against Hitler’s Nationalist coalition partners, coupled with the harassment 
and arrest of Nationalist officials and deputies. Hitler’s chief Nationalist ally, 


Alfred Hugenberg, was forced to resign from the cabinet, while the party’s 
floor leader in the Reichstag was found dead in his office in suspicious 
circumstances. Protests by Hugenberg met with a hysterical outburst from 
Hitler, in which he threatened a bloodbath if the Nationalists resisted any 
longer. By the end of June the Nationalists too had been dissolved. The 
remaining big independent party, the Centre, suffered a similar fate. Nazi 
threats to sack Catholic civil servants and close down Catholic lay 
organizations combined with the Papacy’s panic fear of Communism led to a 
deal, concluded in Rome. The party agreed to dissolve itself in return for the 
finalization of the Concordat already promised at the time of the Enabling 
Act. This supposedly guaranteed the integrity of the Catholic Church in 
Germany along with all its assets and organizations. Time would show that 
this was not worth the paper it was written on. In the meantime, however, the 
Centre Party followed the others into oblivion. By the middle of July 1933, 
Germany was a one-party state, a position ratified by a law formally banning 
all other parties apart from the Nazis. 

It was not just parties and trade unions that were abolished however. The 
Nazi assault on existing institutions affected the whole of society. Every state 
government, every state parliament in Germany’s federal political system, 
every town and district and local council was ruthlessly purged; the Reichstag 
Fire Decree and the Enabling Act were used to dismiss supposed enemies of 
the state, meaning enemies of the Nazis. Every national voluntary association, 
and every local club, was brought under Nazi control, from industrial and 
agricultural pressure-groups to sports associations, football clubs, male voice 
choirs, women’s organizations - in short, the whole fabric of associational life 
was Nazified. Rival, politically oriented clubs or societies were merged into a 
single Nazi body. Existing leaders of voluntary associations were either 
unceremoniously ousted, or knuckled under of their own accord. Many 
organizations expelled politically leftish or liberal members and declared their 
allegiance to the new state and its institutions. This whole process 
(‘coordination’ in Nazi jargon) went on all over Germany from March to June 
1933. By the end, virtually the only non-Nazi associations left were the army 
and the Churches with their lay organizations. While this was going on, the 
government passed a law that allowed it to purge the civil service, a vast 
organization in Germany that included schoolteachers, university staff, judges 
and many other professions that were not government-controlled in other 
countries. Social Democrats, liberals and not a few Catholics and 
conservatives were ousted here too. To save their jobs, at a time when 
unemployment had reached terrifying dimensions, 1.6 million people joined 
the Nazi Party between 30 January and 1 May 1933, when the Party 


leadership banned any more recruiting, while the number of brownshirt 
paramilitaries grew to over two million by the summer of 1933. 

The proportion of civil servants, judges and the like who were actually 
sacked for political reasons was very small. The major reason for dismissal, 
however, was not political but racial. The civil service law passed by the 
Nazis on 7 April 1933 allowed dismissal of Jewish civil servants, though 
Hindenburg had succeeded in getting a clause inserted protecting the jobs of 
Jewish war veterans and those appointed under the Kaiser, before 1914. The 
Jews, Hitler claimed, were a subversive, parasitical element who had to be got 
rid of. In fact most Jews were middle-class, and liberal-to-conservative in 
their politics, insofar as they had any. Nevertheless Hitler believed that they 
had deliberately undermined Germany during the First World War and caused 
the revolution that created the Weimar Republic. A few socialist and 
Communist leaders had been Jewish, it is true, but the majority were not. For 
the Nazis this made no difference. The day after the March election, 
stormtroopers rampaged along the Kurfiirstendamm, a fashionable shopping 
street in Berlin, hunting down Jews and beating them up. Synagogues were 
trashed, while all over Germany gangs of brownshirts burst into courthouses 
and dragged off Jewish judges and lawyers, beating them with rubber 
truncheons and telling them not to return. Jews who were amongst those 
arrested as Communists or Social Democrats were particularly harshly 
treated. Over forty Jews had been murdered by stormtroopers by the end of 
June 1933. 

Such incidents were widely reported in the foreign press. This formed the 
pretext for Hitler, Goebbels and the Nazi leadership to put into action a long- 
mulled-over plan to stage a nationwide boycott of Jewish shops and 
businesses. On 1 April 1933 stormtroopers stood menacingly outside such 
premises warning people not to enter them. Most non-Jewish Germans 
obeyed, but not with any enthusiasm. The biggest Jewish firms were 
untouched because they contributed too much to the economy. Realizing it 
had failed to arouse popular enthusiasm, Goebbels called the action off after a 
few days. But the beatings, the violence and the boycott had their effect on the 
Jewish community in Germany, 37,000 of whose members had emigrated by 
the end of the year. The regime’s purge of Jews, whom it defined not by their 
religious adherence but by racial criteria, had a particular effect in science, 
culture and the arts. Jewish conductors and musicians such as Bruno Walter 
and Otto Klemperer were summarily dismissed or prevented from 
performing. The film industry and radio were rapidly purged of both Jews and 
political opponents of the Nazis. Non-Nazi newspapers were closed down or 
brought under Nazi control, while the journalists’ union and the newspaper 


publishers’ association both placed themselves under Nazi leadership. Left- 
wing and liberal writers, such as Bertolt Brecht, Thomas Mann and many 
others, were stopped from publishing; many left the country. Hitler reserved 
his particular enmity for modern artists like Paul Klee, Max Beckmann, Ernst 
Ludwig Kirchner and Vassily Kandinsky. Before 1914 he had been rejected 
from the Vienna Art Academy because his painstakingly representational 
drawings of buildings had been thought talentless. Under the Weimar 
Republic, abstract and Expressionist artists had gained wealth and reputation 
with what Hitler thought were ugly and meaningless daubs. While Hitler 
railed against modern art in his speeches, gallery and museum directors were 
sacked and replaced with men who enthusiastically removed modernist works 
from exhibition. The many modernist artists and composers, like Klee or 
Schoenberg, who held positions in state educational institutions, were all 
fired. 

Altogether about 2,000 people active in the arts emigrated from Germany in 
1933 and the following years. They included virtually everyone with an 
international reputation. Nazi anti-intellectualism was underlined still further 
by events in the universities. Here too Jewish professors in all fields were 
dismissed. Many, including Albert Einstein, Gustav Hertz, Erwin 
Schrédinger, Max Born and twenty past or future Nobel prize winners, left the 
country. By 1934, some 1,600 out of 5,000 university teachers had been 
forced out of their jobs, a third because they were Jewish, the rest because 
they were political opponents of the Nazis. Sixteen per cent of physics 
professors and assistants emigrated. In the universities it was above all the 
students, helped by a small number of Nazi professors such as the philosopher 
Martin Heidegger, who drove the purges on. They forced Jewish and leftist 
professors out by violent demonstrations, and then, on 10 May 1933, they 
organized demonstrations in the main squares of nineteen university towns 
and cities in which huge numbers of books by Jewish and left-wing authors 
were piled up and set alight. What the Nazis were trying to achieve was a 
cultural revolution, in which alien cultural influences - notably the Jews but 
also modernist culture more generally - were eliminated and the German spirit 
reborn. Germans did not just have to acquiesce in the Third Reich, they had to 
support it with all their heart and soul, and the creation of the Propaganda 
Ministry under Joseph Goebbels, which soon acquired control over the whole 
sphere of culture and the arts, was the main means by which the Nazis sought 
to achieve this end. Nevertheless, Nazism was in many respects a thoroughly 
modern phenomenon, keen to use the latest technology, the newest weapons, 
and the most scientific means of reshaping German society to its will. Race, 
for the Nazis, was a scientific concept, and by making it the basis of all their 


policies, they were taking their stand on what they conceived of as the 
application of scientific method to human society. Nothing, neither religious 
beliefs, nor ethical scruples, nor long-hallowed tradition, was to get in the 
way of this revolution. Yet in the summer of 1933, Hitler felt constrained to 
tell his followers that it was time for the revolution to come to a stop. 
Germany needed a period of stability. This book begins at that moment, the 
moment when the destruction of the remnants of the Weimar Republic had 
been completed and the Third Reich was finally in power. 


THE POLICE STATE 


‘NIGHT OF THE LONG KNIVES’ 


On 6 July 1933 Hitler gathered leading Nazis together for a stock-taking of 
the general situation. The National Socialists’ revolution had succeeded, he 
told them; power was theirs, and theirs alone. It was now, he said, time to 
stabilize the regime. There should be no more talk, of the kind that had been 
circulating amongst senior members of the brownshirted paramilitary wing of 
the Party, the Storm Division (Sturmabteilung , or SA), of a ‘second 
revolution’ to follow the ‘conquest of power’: 


Revolution is not a permanent condition. It must not develop into a permanent 
condition. The stream of revolution has been undammed, but it must be 
channelled into the secure bed of evolution . . . The slogan of the second 
revolution was justified as long as positions were still present in Germany that 
could serve as points of crystallization for a counter-revolution. That is not 
the case any longer. We do not leave any doubt about the fact that if necessary 
we will drown such an attempt in blood. For a second revolution can only 


direct itself against the first one.t 


This declaration was followed by numerous similar, if less overtly 
threatening, statements by other Nazi leaders in the following weeks. Pressure 
was mounting from the Reich Justice and Interior Ministries to deal with 
arbitrary violence, and the Reich Economics Ministry was worried that 
continuing unrest would give the international financial community the 
impression of continuing instability in Germany and so discourage economic 
investment and recovery. The Interior Ministry complained about arrests of 
civil servants, the Justice Ministry about arrests of lawyers. Brownshirt 
violence was continuing all over the country, most notoriously in the 
‘K6penick blood-week’ in June 1933, when a raiding party of stormtroopers 
had encountered resistance from a young Social Democrat in a Berlin suburb. 
After the Social Democrat shot three stormtroopers dead, the brownshirts 
mobilized en masse and arrested more than 500 local men, torturing them so 
brutally that ninety-one of them died. Amongst them were many well-known 
Social Democratic politicians, including the former Minister-President of 


Mecklenburg, Johannes Stelling.2 Clearly, this kind of violence had to be 
checked: it was no longer necessary to beat the opponents of the Nazis into 


submission and establish a one-party state. Moreover, Hitler was beginning to 
be concerned about the power that the rampages of the ever-expanding SA 
gave to its leader Ernst ROhm, who had declared on 30 May 1933 that its task 
of completing the National Socialist Revolution ‘still lies before it’. ‘Whether 
declarations of loyalty come every day from “co-ordinated” beekeeping or 
bowling clubs makes no odds,’ R6hm added, ‘nor whether a town’s streets get 
up-to-date names.’ Others might celebrate the Nazi victory, but the political 
soldiers who had fought it, he said, had to take matters in hand and carry it 


further.2 


On 2 August 1933, worried by such declarations, Hermann Goring, acting 
in his capacity as Minister-President of Prussia, rescinded an order of the 
previous February enrolling the brownshirts as auxiliary officers of the 
Prussian police. The Ministries of other federated states followed suit. The 
established police force now had more room for manoeuvre in dealing with 
the stormtroopers’ excesses. The Prussian Ministry of Justice set up a central 
Public Prosecutor’s Office to deal with murders and other serious crimes in 
the concentration camps, though it also ordered the end of ongoing 
prosecutions of SA and SS men for crimes of violence, and the pardoning of 
those few who had actually been sentenced. Strict regulations were issued 
about who was entitled to place people in protective custody, and what 
procedures were to be observed in doing so. An indication of what had been 
the practice to date was provided by the prohibitions contained in the 
consolidated regulations issued in April 1934: no one was to be taken into 
protective custody for personal reasons such as slander, or because they had 
dismissed employees, or acted as legal representatives of people subsequently 
imprisoned, or had brought an objectionable legal action before the courts. 
Deprived of its initial raison d’étre as the street-fighting, saloon-brawling arm 
of the Nazi movement, and removed from its position in charge of many 
small improvised prison camps and torture centres, the SA found itself 


suddenly without a role.4 

Elections were now no longer seriously contested, so the stormtroopers 
were robbed of the opportunity that the constant electioneering of the early 
1930s had given them to parade through the streets and break up the meetings 
of their opponents. Disillusion began to set in. The SA had expanded hugely 
in the spring of 1933, as sympathizers and opportunists from many quarters 
flooded in. In March 1933 R6hm had announced that any ‘patriotically 
minded’ German man could join. When recruitment to the Nazi Party had 
been halted in May 1933, because the Party leadership feared that too many 
opportunists were joining, and their movement was being swamped by men 


who were not really committed to their cause, many people had seen 
enrolment in the brownshirts as an alternative, thus weakening the links 
between the Party and its paramilitary wing. The incorporation of the huge 
veterans’ organization, the Steel Helmets, into the brownshirt organization, in 
the second half of 1933, further boosted SA numbers. At the beginning of 
1934 there were six times as many stormtroopers as there had been at the 
beginning of the previous year. The total strength of the ‘Storm Division’ now 
stood at nearly three million men; four and a half million if the Steel Helmets 
and other incorporated paramilitary groups were counted in. This completely 
dwarfed the size of the German armed forces, which were legally restricted to 
a mere 100,000 by the Treaty of Versailles. At the same time, however, 
despite restrictions imposed by the Treaty, the army was by far the better 
equipped and better trained fighting force. The spectre of civil war that had 
loomed so ominously at the beginning of 1933 was beginning to raise its head 


once more.2 


The discontents of the stormtroopers were not confined to envy of the army 
and impatience with the stabilization of politics after July 1933. Many ‘old 
fighters’ resented the newcomers who jumped onto the Nazi bandwagon early 
in 1933. Tension was particularly high with the former Steel Helmets who 
came into the organization. It increasingly found an outlet in fights and 
scuffles in the early months of 1934. In Pomerania the police banned former 
Steel Helmet units (now organized as the National Socialist German Front- 
Fighters’ League) after a stormtrooper leader was murdered by an ex-Steel 


Helmet member.£ But the resentment of old brownshirts could also be felt on 
a wider scale. Many had expected rich rewards on the elimination of the 
Nazis’ rivals, and were disappointed when established local politicians and 
conservative partners of the Nazis took many of the best pickings. One 
brownshirt activist, born in 1897, wrote in 1934: 


After the seizure of power, things changed dramatically. People who had 
hitherto scorned me were now overflowing with praises. In my family and 
among all the relatives I was now considered number one, after years of bitter 
feuding. My Storm Division grew by leaps and bounds from month to month 
so that (from 250 in January) by 1 October 1933, I had 2,200 members - 
which led to my promotion to Senior Storm Division Leader at Christmas 
time. The more the philistines lauded me, however, the more I came to 
suspect that these scoundrels thought they had me in the bag .. . After the 
incorporation of the Steel Helmets, when things came to a stop, I turned on 
the reactionary clique which was sneakily trying to make me look ridiculous 


before my superiors. There were all kinds of denunciations against me at the 
higher SA offices and with the public authorities . . . Finally, I succeeded in 
being appointed local mayor . . . so that I could break the necks of all the 


prominent philistines and the reactionary leftovers of the old times.Z 


Such feelings were even stronger amongst the many veteran stormtroopers 
who failed to manoeuvre themselves into positions of power as successfully 
as this man did. 

As the young brownshirts found their violent energies deprived of an 
overtly political outlet, they became involved in increasing numbers of brawls 
and fights all over Germany, often without any obvious political motive. 
Gangs of stormtroopers got drunk, caused disturbances late at night, beat up 
innocent passers-by, and attacked the police if they tried to stop them. Matters 
were made still worse by R6hm’s attempt to remove the brownshirts from the 
jurisdiction of the police and the courts in December 1933; henceforth, the 
stormtroopers were told that all disciplinary matters had to be handled by the 
organization itself. This was a licence for inaction, even though prosecutions 
still took place. R6hm found more difficulty in establishing a separate SA 
jurisdiction that would deal retroactively with more than 4,000 prosecutions 
of SA and SS men for crimes of various kinds that were still before the courts 
in May 1934, mostly resulting from the early months of 1933. Many others 
had been quashed, and more offences still had never been prosecuted in the 
first place, but this was still a considerable number. Moreover, the army had 
its own courts-martial; by so setting up a parallel system within the SA, R6hm 
would obtain a large measure of equal status to it for his own organization. 
Privately, he had announced the previous July that an SA leader with 
jurisdiction over the murder of an SA man would be able to sentence to death 
up to twelve members of ‘the enemy organization which initiated the murder’. 
This gave a grim indication of the nature of the justice system he hoped to 


create.8 Clearly, some means had to be found of diverting all this excess 


energy into useful channels. But leadership of the SA only made matters 
worse by seeking to direct the movement’s violent activism into what a 
regional leader in the East, Edmund Heines, publicly described as ‘the 


continuation of the German revolution’. 2 As head of the SA, Ernst Rohm 
spoke at numerous rallies and marches in the first months of 1934, 
emphasizing in similar fashion the revolutionary nature of Nazism and 
launching open attacks on the Party leadership and in particular the German 
army, whose senior officers the brownshirts blamed for their temporary 
banning by order of former Reich Chancellor Heinrich Briining in 1932. 


R6hm caused considerable alarm in the army hierarchy when he declared that 
he wanted the stormtroopers to form the basis of a national militia, effectively 
bypassing and perhaps eventually replacing the army altogether. Hitler 
attempted to fob him off by making him Minister without Portfolio with a seat 
in the cabinet in December 1933, but given the increasing redundancy of the 
cabinet by this stage, this meant very little in practical terms, and was no 
substitute for R6hm’s real ambition, which was to occupy the Ministry of 
Defence, held at the time by the army’s representative General Werner von 


Blomberg.22 
Deprived of real power at the centre, R6hm began to build up a cult of his 
own leadership within the SA and continued to preach the need for further 


revolution! In January 1934, stormtroopers gave practical expression to 


their radicalism when they burst into the Hotel Kaiserhof in Berlin and broke 
up a celebration of the ex-Kaiser’s birthday being held there by a number of 


army officers.42 The next day, R6hm sent Blomberg a memorandum. Perhaps 
exaggerating its import for effect, Blomberg said that it demanded that the SA 
should replace the army as the country’s main fighting force and the 
traditional military should be restricted to training the stormtroopers to 


assume this role.42 To the army leadership, the brownshirts now appeared an 


increasingly serious threat. Since the summer of 1933, Blomberg had brought 
the army round from its previous formal political neutrality towards 
increasingly open support for the regime. Blomberg and his allies were 
seduced by Hitler’s promises of a massive expansion of German military 
strength through the resumption of conscription. They had been won over by 
Hitler’s assurance that he would conduct an aggressive foreign policy that 
would culminate in the recovery of the territories lost by the Treaty of 
Versailles and the launching of a new war of conquest in the east. Blomberg 
in turn ostentatiously demonstrated his loyalty to the Third Reich by adopting 
the ‘Aryan Paragraph’, which banned Jews from serving in the army, and 
incorporating the swastika into the army’s insignia. Although these were 
largely symbolic gestures - at the insistence of President Hindenburg, for 
example, Jewish war veterans could not be dismissed, and only some seventy 
soldiers were actually cashiered - they were still important concessions to 
Nazi ideology that indicated just how far the army had come to terms with the 


new political order.14 

At the same time, however, the army was still by no means a Nazified 
institution. Its relative independence was underpinned by the close interest 
taken in its fortunes by Reich President Paul von Hindenburg, its formal 
Commander-in-Chief. Hindenburg indeed had refused to appoint Walther von 


Reichenau, the pro-Nazi choice of Hitler and Blomberg, to succeed the 
conservative and anti-Nazi Kurt von Hammerstein as head of the army when 
he retired. Instead, he had enforced the appointment of General Werner von 
Fritsch, a popular staff officer of strong conservative views, with a passion for 
horsemanship and a strict Protestant outlook on life. Unmarried, workaholic 
and narrowly military in outlook, Fritsch had the Prussian officer’s arrogant 
contempt for the vulgarity of the Nazis. His conservative influence was 
backed by the head of the Troop Office, General Ludwig Beck, appointed at 
the end of 1933. Beck was a cautious, shy and withdrawn man, a widower 
whose main recreation was also horse-riding. With men such as Fritsch and 
Beck occupying two of the senior posts in the army leadership, there was no 
chance of the army yielding to pressure from the SA. Blomberg secured a 
meeting with Hitler and the leadership of the SA and SS on 28 February 1934 
at which R6hm was forced to sign an agreement that he would not try to 
replace the army with a brownshirt militia. Germany’s military force of the 
future, declared Hitler emphatically, would be a professional and well- 
equipped army, for which the brownshirts could only act in an auxiliary 
capacity. After the army officers had left the following reception, R6hm told 
his men that he was not going to obey the ‘ridiculous corporal’ and threatened 
to send Hitler ‘on leave’. Such insubordination did not go unnoticed. Indeed, 
aware of his attitude, Hitler had already had him put under covert surveillance 


by the police.2 

Competition with the SA led Blomberg and the military leaders to try and 
win Hitler’s favour in a variety of ways. The army regarded the SA as a 
potential source of recruits. But it was worried by the prospect that this might 
lead to political infiltration, and scornful of the fact that the SA leadership 
included men who had been dishonourably discharged from the military. It 
preferred therefore to agitate for the reintroduction of conscription, 
embodying this in a plan drawn up by Beck in December 1933. Hitler had 
already promised that this would happen when he had talked to army leaders 
the previous February. He had told the British Minister Anthony Eden, 
indeed, that it would be a mistake to allow a ‘second army’ to exist, and that 
he intended to bring the SA under control and to reassure foreign opinion by 


demilitarizing it 18 Yet despite this, stories of local and regional brownshirt 
commanders prophesying the creation of an ‘SA state’ and a ‘night of the long 
knives’ began to multiply. Max Heydebreck, an SA leader in Rummelsburg, 
was reported as saying: ‘Some of the officers of the army were swine. Most 
officers were too old and had to be replaced by young ones. We want to wait 
till Papa Hindenburg is dead, and then the SA will march against the army. 


What can 100,000 soldiers do against such a greatly superior force of SA- 


men?’4Z SA men began stopping army supplies in transit and confiscating 
weapons and supplies. Yet on the whole, such incidents were local, sporadic 
and uncoordinated. R6hm never devised any concerted plan. Contrary to later 
allegations by Hitler, he had no immediate intention of launching a putsch. 
Indeed R6hm announced at the beginning of June that he was going on a rest 
cure, on doctor’s orders, to Bad Wiessee, near Munich, and sent the SA on 


leave for the whole of July48 


Il 


The continued disturbances and radical rhetoric were enough to worry not just 
the army leaders, but also some of Hitler’s conservative colleagues in the 
cabinet. Up to the passage of the Enabling Act, the cabinet had continued to 
meet regularly in order to pass draft decrees for forwarding to the President. 
From the end of March, however, it started to be bypassed by the Reich 
Chancellery and the individual Ministries. Hitler did not like the extensive 
and sometimes critical discussions that a cabinet meeting involved. He 
preferred decrees to be worked out as fully as possible before they came to 
the full meeting of Ministers. Increasingly, therefore, the cabinet met only to 
rubber-stamp previously decided legislation. Up to the summer recess of 
1933, it still met four or five times a month, and there were also relatively 
frequent meetings in September and October 1933. From November 1933, 
however, a distinct change could be noted. The cabinet met only once that 
month, three times in December, once in January 1934, twice in February and 
twice in March. Then it failed to convene in April 1934, met only once in 
May and had no sessions at all in June. By this time it had long since ceased 
to be dominated even numerically by the conservatives, since the Nazi 
propaganda chief Joseph Goebbels had joined it as Reich Propaganda 
Minister in March 1933, to be followed by Rudolf Hess and Ernst R6hm on 1 
December and another Nazi, the Education Minister Bernhard Rust, on 1 May 
1934. The Nationalist Alfred Hugenberg had resigned on 29 June 1933 and 
been replaced as Agriculture Minister by the Nazi Walther Darré. The cabinet 
appointed by Hindenburg on 30 January 1933 had contained only three Nazis 
- Hitler himself, Wilhelm Frick, the Interior Minister, and Hermann Goring as 
Minister without Portfolio. Of the seventeen cabinet Ministers in office in 
May 1934, however, a clear majority - nine - were long-term members of the 
Nazi Party. It had become clear, even to a man as prone to self-deception and 
political blindness as the conservative Vice-Chancellor Franz von Papen, that 


the original expectations with which he and his conservative colleagues had 
entered the cabinet on 30 January 1933 had been completely dashed. It was 
not they who were manipulating the Nazis, but the Nazis who were 


manipulating them, and intimidating and bullying them as well.29 

Yet, astonishingly, Papen had by no means abandoned his dream, articulated 
openly during his period of office as Chancellor in 1932, of a conservative 
restoration brought about with the mass support of the Nazi Party. His 
speechwriter Edgar Jung continued to argue in the summer of 1933 for a 
vision of the ‘German revolution’ that would involve ‘the depoliticization of 
the masses, their exclusion from the running of the state’. The rampant 
populism of the SA seemed a serious obstacle to the anti-democratic and 
elitist regime that Papen desired. Around the Vice-Chancellor there gathered a 
group of young conservatives who shared these views. Meanwhile the Vice- 
Chancellery became the destination of an increasing number of complaints 
from people of all kinds about Nazi violence and arbitrary behaviour, giving 
Papen and his staff an increasingly negative view of the effects of the 
‘national revolution’ which they had so far backed, and turning his group 


rapidly into a focus for all kinds of discontent.22 By May 1934 Goebbels was 
complaining in his diary about Papen, who was rumoured to have his eye on 
the Presidency once the aged Hindenburg was dead. Other conservative 
members of the cabinet were not exempt from the Nazi propaganda chief’s 
scorn either (‘there has to be a real clear-up there as soon as possible’, he 


wrote).24 There was an obvious danger that the Papen group, already under 
close police surveillance, would make common cause with the army. Indeed 
Papen’s press secretary Herbert von Bose was beginning to establish active 
contact with critical generals and senior officers worried about the activities 
of the SA. Hindenburg, long a buffer between the army and the conservatives 
on the one hand, and the leading Nazis on the other, was known to have 
become seriously ill in April 1934. It was soon clear that he was not going to 
recover. He retired to his landed estate in Neudeck, East Prussia, at the 
beginning of June, to await the end. His passing would clearly create a 


moment of crisis for which the regime had to be prepared.22 

The moment was all the more critical for the regime because, as many 
people were aware, the enthusiasm of the ‘national revolution’ in 1933 had 
discernibly fallen off a year later. The brownshirts were not the only section 
of the population to feel disappointed at the results. Social Democratic agents 
reported to the exiled party leadership in Prague that people were apathetic, 
constantly complaining, and telling endless political jokes about the Nazi 
leaders. Nazi meetings were poorly attended. Hitler was still widely admired, 


but people were even beginning to direct criticisms in this quarter too. Many 
of the Nazis’ promises had not been kept, and fears of a new inflation or a 
sudden war were leading to panic buying and hoarding in some places. The 
educated classes feared that the disorder caused by the stormtroopers might 


spill over into chaos or, worse, Bolshevism.22 The leading Nazis were aware 


that such mutterings of discontent could be heard beneath the apparently 
smooth surface of political life. In answer to questions from the American 
journalist Louis P. Lochner, Hitler went out of his way to stress the 


unconditional loyalty he required of his subordinates.24 


Matters were coming to a head. The Prussian Minister-President Hermann 
Goring, himself a former leader of the SA, was now so concerned at the drift 
of events that he agreed to hand over control of the Prussian political police to 
Heinrich Himmler on 20 April 1934, enabling the ambitious young SS leader, 
already in charge of the political police in all other parts of Germany, to 
centralize the police apparatus in his own hands. The SA, of which the SS 
was at this point still nominally a part, was an obvious obstacle to the 


achievement of Himmler’s aims.22 On a four-day cruise in the navy vessel 


Deutschland off Norway in mid-April, Hitler, Blomberg and top military 


officers seem to have reached an agreement that the SA should be curbed.2& 
May passed, and the first half of June, without Hitler making an open move. 
Not for the first time, Goebbels began to feel frustrated at his master’s 
seeming indecision. By late June, he was recording, ‘the situation is getting 
ever more serious. The Leader must act. Otherwise Reaction will become too 


much for us.’22Z 

Hitler’s hand was finally forced when Papen gave a public address at 
Marburg University on 17 June 1934 in which he warned against a ‘second 
revolution’ and attacked the personality cult surrounding Hitler. It was time 
for the permanent upheaval of the Nazi revolution to come to an end, he said. 
The speech, written by Papen’s adviser Edgar Jung, mounted a strong attack 
on the ‘selfishness, lack of character, insincerity, lack of chivalry, and 
arrogance’ at the heart of the so-called ‘German revolution’. It was greeted 
with thunderous applause from his listeners. Shortly afterwards, appearing at 
a fashionable horse-racing meeting in Hamburg, Papen was greeted by cheers 


and shouts of ‘Hail, Marburg!’ from the crowd.28 Back from a frustrating 
meeting with Mussolini in Venice, Hitler vented his spleen at Papen’s 
activities before he had even learned of his Vice-Chancellor’s speech in 
Marburg. Addressing the Party faithful in Gera, Hitler attacked the ‘little 
pygmies’ who were trying to stop the victory of the Nazi idea. ‘It is ridiculous 


when such a little worm tries to fight such a powerful renewal of the people. 
Ridiculous, when such a little pygmy fancies himself capable of obstructing 
the gigantic renewal of the people with a few empty phrases.’ The clenched 
fist of the people, he threatened, would ‘smash anyone who dares to make 


even the slightest attempt at sabotage’ .22 At the same time, the Vice- 
Chancellor’s complaint to Hitler, coupled with a threat to resign, met with a 
promise that the SA’s drive towards a ‘second revolution’ would be stopped 
and a suggestion, which Papen too readily accepted, that the whole situation 


should be discussed in due course with the ailing President.22 Not for the first 
time, Papen was lulled into a false sense of security by Hitler’s disingenuous 
promises and a misplaced faith in Hindenburg’s influence. 

Hitler rushed off to consult with Hindenburg. Arriving at Neudeck on 21 
June, he was confronted by Blomberg, who had been discussing Papen’s 
speech with the President. The army chief made it clear that if the brownshirts 
were not immediately brought to heel, Hindenburg would be prepared to 


declare martial law and put the government in the hands of the army.21 Hitler 
had no option but to act. He began planning R6hm’s overthrow. The political 
police, in collaboration with Himmler and his deputy Reinhard Heydrich, 
head of the SS Security Service, began to manufacture evidence that R6hm 
and his stormtroopers were planning a nationwide uprising. Leading officers 
in the SS were presented with the ‘evidence’ on 24 June and given 
instructions on how to deal with the supposed putsch. Lists of ‘politically 
unreliable’ people were drawn up and local SS leaders informed that they 
would be called upon to kill a number of them, particularly any who resisted, 
when the day of action came on 30 June. The army put its resources at the 


disposal of the SS for the eventuality of a serious conflict.22 Woe betide 
anyone, warned Rudolf Hess in a radio broadcast on 25 June, who thought to 
betray their loyalty to the Fiihrer by carrying out revolutionary agitation from 


below.22 


On 27 June, Hitler met with Blomberg and Reichenau to secure the army’s 
co-operation; they responded by expelling R6hm from the German Officers’ 
League the next day, and by putting the army on full alert. Blomberg 
published an article in the Nazis’ flagship daily, the Racial Observer, on 29 
June declaring the army’s absolute loyalty to the new regime. Meanwhile, it 
seems, Hitler learned that Hindenburg had agreed to give an audience to 
Papen, scheduled for 30 June, the day of the planned action against the SA. 
This confirmed the leading Nazis in their belief that the opportunity must be 


used to strike against the conservatives as well.24 Nervous and apprehensive, 


Hitler sought to allay suspicions by going to a wedding reception in Essen, 
from where he telephoned R6hm’s adjutant in his vacation hotel at Bad 
Wiessee ordering the SA leaders to meet him there on the morning of 30 June. 
Hitler then organized a hurried conference in Bad Godesberg with Goebbels 
and Sepp Dietrich, the SS officer who commanded his personal bodyguard. 
He would act against R6hm the next day, he told the astonished Goebbels, 
who had been expecting merely a blow against the ‘reactionaries’ and had 


hitherto been kept in the dark about everything else. 22 Goring was sent off to 


Berlin to take charge of the action there. Fantastic rumours began to circulate, 
and the SA itself began to be alarmed. Some 3,000 stormtroopers rampaged 
through the streets of Munich on the night of 29 June, shouting that they 
would crush any attempt to betray their organization and denouncing the 
‘Leader’ and the army. Calm was eventually restored by Adolf Wagner, the 
Regional Leader of Munich; but there had been other, similar demonstrations 
elsewhere. When Hitler learned of these events on flying into Munich airport 
at 4.30 on the morning of 30 June 1934, he decided that he could not wait for 
the planned conference of SA leaders at which he was going to launch the 


purge. Now there was not a minute to lose.28 


Ill 


Hitler and his entourage drove first to the Bavarian Interior Ministry, where 
they confronted the leaders of the previous night’s brownshirt demonstration 
in the city streets. In a rage, he shouted at them that they would be shot. Then 
he tore off their epaulettes with his bare hands. As the chastened 
stormtroopers were taken off to Munich’s state prison at Stadelheim, Hitler 
assembled a group of SS bodyguards and police and drove off in a convoy of 
saloon cars and convertibles to Bad Wiessee, where they entered the 
Hanselbauer Hotel. Accompanied by his head chauffeur Julius Schreck, and 
followed by a group of armed detectives, Hitler marched up to the first floor. 
The brownshirts were still sleeping off a major drinking bout from the night 
before. Erich Kempka, who had driven Hitler to Wiessee, described what 
happened next: 


Taking no notice of me, Hitler enters the room where SA-Senior Group 
Leader Heines is lodging. I hear him shout: ‘Heines, if you are not dressed in 
five minutes I’ll have you shot on the spot!’ I take a few steps back and a 
police officer whispers to me that Heines had been in bed with an 18-year-old 
SA Senior Troop Leader. Eventually Heines comes out of the room with an 


18-year-old fair-haired boy mincing in front of him. ‘Into the laundry room 
with them!’ orders Schreck. Meanwhile, Rohm comes out of his room in a 
blue suit and with a cigar in the corner of his mouth. Hitler looks at him 
grimly but says nothing. Two detectives take Rohm to the vestibule of the 
hotel where he throws himself into an armchair and orders coffee from the 
barman. I stand in the corridor a little to the side and a detective tells me how 
R6ohm was arrested. 

Hitler had entered R6hm’s bedroom alone with a whip in his hand. Behind 
him had stood two detectives holding pistols with the safety catch removed at 
the ready. He had spat out the words: ‘Rohm, you are under arrest.’ R6hm had 
looked up sleepily out of the pillows on his bed. ‘Hail, my Leader.’ “You are 
under arrest’, Hitler had bawled for the second time. He had turned on his 
heel and left the room. Meanwhile, upstairs in the corridor things have 
become very lively. SA leaders are coming out of their rooms and being 
arrested. Hitler shouts at each one: ‘Have you had anything to do with 
R6hm’s machinations?’ Of course, none of them says yet, but that doesn’t 
help them. Hitler mostly knows the answer himself; now and then he turns to 


Goebbels or Lutze with question. And then comes his decision: ‘Arrested! »37 


The brownshirts were locked in the hotel’s linen cupboard and shortly 
afterwards taken off to Stadelheim. Hitler and his party followed them back to 
Munich. Meanwhile leading brownshirts arriving at Munich’s main railway 
station en route for the planned meeting were arrested by the SS as they got 


off the train.28 


Back in Munich, Hitler drove to Nazi Party Headquarters, which he had had 
sealed off by regular troops, and ranted against R6hm and the brownshirt 
leaders, announcing that they were dismissed and would be _ shot. 
‘Undisciplined and disobedient characters and asocial or diseased elements’ 
would be annihilated. A senior brownshirt, Viktor Lutze, who had been 
informing on R6hm for some time and had accompanied Hitler to the Bad 
Wiessee hotel, was named as the new leader of the SA. Rohm, Hitler shouted, 
had been in the pay of the French; he was a traitor and had been conspiring 
against the state. The Party faithful who had gathered to hear his diatribe 
yelled their assent. Ever obliging, Rudolf Hess volunteered to shoot the 
traitors personally. Privately, Hitler was reluctant to have ROhm, one of his 
longest-serving supporters, put to death; eventually on 1 July he sent word to 
him that he could have a revolver with which to kill himself. When R6hm 
failed to make use of the opportunity, Hitler sent Theodor Eicke, the 
commandant of Dachau, and another SS officer from the camp, to Stadelheim. 


Entering R6hm’s cell, the two SS officers gave him a loaded Browning and 
told him to commit suicide; if not, they would return in ten minutes and finish 
him off themselves. On re-entering the cell after the time was up, they 
encountered R6hm standing up, facing them with his chest bared in a 
dramatic gesture designed to emphasize his honour and loyalty; without 
uttering a word they immediately shot him dead at point-blank range. In 
addition, Hitler ordered the Silesian brownshirt Edmund Heines, who in 1932 
had led an uprising against the Nazi Party in Berlin, to be shot, along with the 
leaders of the Munich demonstration the night before, and three others. Other 
SA men were driven off to the concentration camp at Dachau, where they 
were badly beaten by SS guards. At six in the evening Hitler flew off to 
Berlin to take charge of events in the capital city, where Hermann Goring had 
been implementing his orders with a ruthlessness that belied his widespread 


reputation as a moderate.22 


Goring had not confined himself to carrying out the action against the 
brownshirt leaders. The atmosphere in Goring’s office, where the Prussian 
Minister-President was closeted with Heydrich and Himmler, was later 
described as one of ‘blatant bloodthirstiness’ and ‘hideous vindictiveness’ by 
a policeman who looked on as Goring shouted orders for people on the list to 
be killed (‘shoot them down ... shoot... shoot at once’) and joined in bouts 
of raucous laughter with his companions as news of successful murder 
operations came in. Striding up and down the room in a white tunic, white 
boots and grey-blue trousers, Goring ordered the storming of the Vice- 
Chancellery. Entering with an armed SS unit, Gestapo agents gunned down 
Papen’s secretary Herbert von Bose on the spot. The Vice-Chancellor’s 
ideological guru Edgar Jung, arrested on 25 June, was also shot; his body was 
dumped unceremoniously in a ditch. Papen himself escaped death; he was too 
prominent a figure to be shot down in cold blood. The assassination of two of 
his closest associates had to be warning enough. Papen was confined to his 
home for the time being, under guard, while Hitler pondered what to do with 


him.22 

Other pillars of the conservative establishment did not fare so well. General 
von Schleicher, Hitler’s predecessor as Reich Chancellor, and a man who had 
once described Hitler as unfit to hold office, was shot dead by the SS in his 
home, together with his wife. He was not the only army officer to be killed. 
Major-General Kurt von Bredow, who was thought to have published 
criticisms of the regime abroad, was killed at his home, shot, the newspapers 
reported, while resisting arrest as a partner to ROhm’s infamous conspiracy. 
Apart from anything else, these killings served as a warning to the army 


leadership that they too would have to face the consequences if they did not 
toe the Nazi line. The former police chief and leader of ‘Catholic Action’ 
Erich Klausener, now a senior civil servant in the Transport Ministry, was 
shot down on Heydrich’s orders as a warning to another former Chancellor, 
Heinrich Briining, who had been tipped off about the purge and had left the 
country. Klausener’s murder sent a clear message to Catholics that a revival 
of independent Catholic political activity would not be tolerated. Subsequent 
claims by the Nazi leadership that men such as these had been involved in the 
Rohm ‘revolt’ were pure invention. Most of these men had been listed by 
Edgar Jung as possible members of a future government, without actually 
having agreed to it or even known about it. Their mere inclusion on the list 


amounted to a death-warrant for most of them at 


Gregor Strasser, the man whom many thought of as a possible figure-head 
for the Nazi Party in a restored conservative government, was targeted as 
well. A short time before Hitler’s appointment as Reich Chancellor in January 
1933, Strasser, the head of the Nazi Party’s administration and the architect of 
many of its principal institutions, had resigned in despair at Hitler’s refusal to 
enter any coalition government except as its head. Strasser had been 
negotiating at the time with Schleicher and there had been rumours that he 
had been offered a position in Schleicher’s cabinet late in 1932. Although he 
had lived in retirement since his resignation, Strasser continued to pose in the 
minds of the leading Nazis a potential threat as an acceptable coalition partner 
for the conservatives. He was also a long-time personal enemy of Himmler 
and Goring, and he had not been sparing in his criticism of them while he had 
been a member of the senior Party leadership. Goring had him arrested and 
taken to police headquarters, where he was shot dead. Strasser’s friend and 
collaborator Paul Schulz, a former top official in the SA, was also sought out 
by GGring’s emissaries and taken into a forest to be shot; on getting out of the 
car at the chosen place of execution, he made a dash for it and feigned dead 
when he was shot, though he was only lightly wounded. He made good his 
escape while his attackers went back to the car to get a sheet to wrap his body 
in, and later managed to negotiate his exile from Germany with Hitler 
personally. Another target who escaped was Captain Ehrhardt, the Free Corps 
leader in the Kapp putsch of 1920, who had helped Hitler in 1923; he fled as 
the police entered his home and eventually managed to cross the border into 


Austria 42 


In Berlin, the ‘action’ took on a different character from the events in 
Munich, where SA leaders from all over the country had been gathering on 
Hitler’s orders. In Munich the brownshirts were the principal target, in Berlin 


the conservatives. The action was carefully planned in advance. Ernst Miiller, 
the head of the SS Security Service in Breslau, was given a postdated sealed 
letter in Berlin on 29 June and sent back home on a private plane supplied by 
Goring. On the morning of 30 June Heydrich ordered him by telephone to 
open it; it contained a list of brownshirt leaders to be ‘eliminated’, along with 
instructions to occupy the police headquarters and summon the leading SA 
men to a meeting. Further orders included the seizure of SA arms stores, the 
securing of airports and radio transmitters, and the occupation of SA 
premises. He followed his instructions to the letter. By the early evening not 
only were the police cells at Breslau full, but also numerous other rooms were 
packed with bewildered brownshirted prisoners as well. Heydrich phoned 
Miiller repeatedly to demand the execution of those men on the list who had 
not already been disposed of in Munich. The men were taken to SS 
headquarters, their epaulettes were removed, and they were driven out to a 


nearby forest and shot in the middle of the night.43 

There were further arrests and shootings the next morning, on 1 July. In the 
general climate of violence, Hitler and his underlings took the opportunity to 
settle old scores or eliminate personal rivals. Some, of course, were too grand 
to touch, notably General Erich Ludendorff, who had been causing some 
headaches for the Gestapo with his far-right, anti-Freemasonry campaigns; the 
hero of the First World War was left alone; he was to die peacefully on 20 
December 1937 and to be granted respectful obsequies by the regime. But in 
Bavaria, the former Minister-President Gustav Ritter von Kahr, who had 
played a key part in quelling the Hitler putsch in 1923, was cut to pieces by 
SS men. The music critic Wilhelm Eduard Schmid was also killed, in the 
mistaken belief that he was Ludwig Schmitt, a former supporter of Gregor 
Strasser’s radical brother Otto, who had been forced to resign from the Party 
because of his revolutionary views and had maintained a constant barrage of 
criticism of Hitler from the safety of exile ever since. The conservative 
Bavarian politician Otto Ballerstedt, who had successfully prosecuted Hitler 
for breaking up a political meeting at which he had been speaking in 1921, 
resulting in the Nazi Leader spending a month in Stadelheim, was arrested 
and shot in Dachau on 1 July. One senior SS officer, Erich von dem Bach- 
Zelewski, chose the moment to get rid of a hated rival, the SS Cavalry leader 
Anton Baron von Hohberg und Buchwald, who was duly gunned down in his 
home. In Silesia, the regional SS boss Udo von Woyrsch had his former rival 
Emil Sembach shot despite a prior agreement with Himmler that Sembach 
should be sent to Berlin to be dealt with. The violence spilled over into 
another unconnected area too. Four Jews were arrested in Hirschberg and 
‘shot while trying to escape’. The leader of the Jewish veterans’ league in 


Glogau was taken out to a wood and shot dead.44 

Despite such obviously personally motivated actions, the Nazis lost no time 
in pumping out propaganda justifications for the murders. Goebbels broadcast 
a lengthy account of the ‘action’ the next day, alleging that R6hm and 
Schleicher had been conspiring to bring about a ‘second revolution’ that 
would have plunged the Reich into chaos. ‘Every clenched fist that is raised 
against the Leader and his regime’, he warned, generalizing the action 
potentially to every kind of opposition, ‘will be prised open, if necessary by 


force.’42 Despite this, Hitler still had a lot of explaining to do, not least to the 
army, two of whose senior officers he had had killed during the purge. 
Addressing the cabinet on 3 July, Hitler alleged that R6hm had been plotting 
against him with Schleicher, Gregor Strasser and the French government for 
over a year. He had been forced to act as these plots threatened to culminate 
in a putsch on 30 June. If there were legal objections to what he had done, 
then his answer was that due process was not possible in such circumstances. 
‘If a mutiny broke out on board a ship, the captain was not only entitled but 
also obliged to crush the mutiny right away.’ There was to be no trial, 
therefore, just a law to legalize the action retroactively, backed 
enthusiastically by Reich Justice Minister Giirtner. “The example that he has 
given would be a salutary lesson for the entire future. He had stabilized the 


authority of the Reich government for all time.’48 In the press, Goebbels 
concentrated on underlining the breadth and depth of support for the action, in 
order to reassure the public that order had been restored rather than 
undermined. The formal gratitude of Blomberg and Hindenburg was recorded 
in banner headlines, while other stories recorded ‘declarations of loyalty from 
all over Germany’ and ‘everywhere veneration and admiration for the 
Leader’. The events were generally described as a clean-up of dangerous and 
degenerate elements in the Nazi movement. Some of the brownshirt leaders, 
the press reported, had been found with ‘catamites’ and one ‘was startled from 


his sleep in the most disgusting situation’ 42 


When the Reichstag was convened on 13 July, Hitler elaborated on these 
remarks in a speech broadcast on the radio and blared out to the population in 
pubs, bars and town squares across the land. Surrounded by steel-helmeted SS 
men, he presented his audience with an elaborate and fantastic web of claims 
and assertions about the supposed conspiracy to overthrow the Reich. There 
were four groups of malcontents who had been involved, he said: Communist 
street-fighters who had infiltrated the SA, political leaders who had never 
reconciled themselves to the finality of 30 January 1933, rootless elements 
who believed in permanent revolution, and upper-class ‘drones’ who sought 


to fill their empty lives with gossip, rumour and conspiracy. Attempts to curb 
the excesses of the SA had been frustrated, he now knew, by the fact that they 
were all part of the mounting plot to overthrow public order. He had been 
forced to act without recourse to the law: 


If anyone reproaches me and asks why we did not call upon the regular courts 
for sentencing, my only answer is this: in that hour, I was responsible for the 
fate of the German nation and was thus the Supreme Justiciar of the German 
people! ... I gave the order to shoot those parties mainly responsible for this 
treason . . . The nation should know that no one can threaten its existence - 
which is guaranteed by inner law and order - and escape unpunished! And 
every person should know for all time that if he raises his hand to strike out at 


the State, certain death will be his lot 48 


This open confession of the complete illegality of his action in formal terms 
did not run into any criticism from the judicial authorities. On the contrary, 
the Reichstag enthusiastically applauded Hitler’s justification and passed a 
resolution thanking him for his action. State Secretary Meissner sent a 
telegram in the name of the ailing President Hindenburg giving his approval. 


A law was quickly passed giving the action retroactive legality.42 


Social Democratic agents reported that the events had initially created 
considerable confusion in the population. Anyone who openly criticized the 
action was immediately arrested. The press reported that the police had issued 
a ‘sharp warning to subversives and malicious agitators’. ‘Concentration 
camp is threatened’ for ‘rumour-mongering and offering slanderous insults of 
the movement itself and its Leader’. This wave of repression, which 
continued in the early part of August, left people apprehensive about the 
future, fearful of arrest. Many suspected that there was more to the events of 
30 June than met the eye, and local police authorities reported an atmosphere 
of widespread rumour and speculation, ‘grumbling’ and ‘carping’. The 
Propaganda Ministry noted with alarm in an internal memorandum, the 
‘innumerable nonsensical rumours that are in circulation’. The orchestrated 
press campaign that followed had little effect in countering such feelings. The 
divisions exposed by the conflict led to optimistic talk among former Social 


Democrats and German Nationalists that ‘Hitler will soon be finished’.22 
Most people, however, were at least relieved that Hitler had acted against the 
‘brown bigwigs’ and that the streets, as it seemed, would now be safe from 


the excesses of drunken and disorderly stormtroopers.2 


Not untypical was the reaction of the conservative Hamburg schoolteacher 


Luise Solmitz, who had been so enthusiastic for the coalition cabinet and the 
Day of Potsdam in 1933 (‘that great, unforgettably beautiful German day!’), 
only to become worried about the possible socialist tendencies of the regime 
when it began to confiscate the assets of émigré Jews like Albert Einstein 
(‘They should not do that. Don’t confuse the concept of property; Bolshevism 
without it’). Like many others, she described the 30 June 1934 as ‘a day that 
has shattered all of us right down to our innermost heart’. Half persuaded by 
the ‘moral transgressions’ of some of the murdered men (‘a disgrace for the 
whole of Germany’), she spent her time swapping rumours with friends and 
listening breathlessly to the radio in a friend’s house for the latest news. As 
details began to emerge, she found herself overcome with admiration for 
Hitler’s conduct. “The personal courage, the decisiveness and effectiveness he 
showed in Munich, the decisiveness and effectiveness, that is unique.’ She 
compared him to Frederick the Great of Prussia or Napoleon. The fact that, as 
she noted, there was ‘no trial, no drumhead court-martial’ seemed only to 
increase her admiration. She was fully persuaded that R6hm had been 
planning an uprising together with Schleicher. 

This was the last of the widely mistrusted former Chancellor’s many 
political adventures, Luise Solmitz noted. Her credulity and relief were 
typical of the majority of middle-class Germans after the initial hours of 
confusion. They had supported Hitler not least because by the middle of 1933 
he had restored order on the streets and stability to the political scene, and 
now he had achieved this a second time. The day after the action, crowds 
gathered in front of the Reich Chancellery and the Propaganda Ministry, 
singing the Horst Wessel Song and protesting their loyalty to the Leader, 
though whether it was enthusiasm, nervousness or relief that prompted them 
to do this is uncertain. Hitler’s own standing was widely agreed to have been 
strengthened by his swift and decisive action. It contrasted even more sharply 
than before in the minds of many with the disorder and radicalism of the 


Party.22 Some, like the former Social Democrat Jochen Klepper, were 


shocked by the murder of Schleicher’s wife, who could not possibly have 


been suspected of anything.22 Only the more disaffected commented sourly 
that the only thing wrong with the purge was that too few Nazis had been 


executed. 24 

The scale of the purge had been considerable. Hitler himself told the 
Reichstag on 13 July 1934 that seventy-four people had been killed, while 
Goring alone had had over a thousand people arrested. At least eighty-five 
people are known to have been summarily killed without any formal legal 


proceedings being taken against them.22 Twelve of the dead were Reichstag 


deputies. The SA leaders and their men had been almost wholly unsuspecting; 
many of them, indeed, went to their deaths believing their arrest and 
execution had been ordered by the army and swearing eternal loyalty to the 
‘Leader’. In the following days and weeks, arrests and dismissals continued, 
directed in particular against the rowdiest and most corrupt elements amongst 
the brownshirts. Heavy drinking, homosexuality, embezzlement, riotous 
behaviour, all the things that had lent the brownshirts such public notoriety 
over the previous months, were ruthlessly purged. Drunken brawls involving 
Nazi stormtroopers still occurred thereafter, but no more on the dangerous 
scale of the months before 30 June 1934. Disillusioned, without a role, and 
unable to assert themselves any more, the brownshirts began leaving the 
organization en masse - 100,000 in August and September 1934 alone. From 
a total membership of 2.9 million on August 1934, the SA declined to 1.6 
million in October 1935 and 1.2 million in April 1938. Strict entry 
requirements and quotas limited recruitment. The decline of unemployment 
and, from 1935, the introduction of conscription, also took away many of the 


young men who might otherwise have joined.2© 

Yet although they no longer threatened the army or the state, the 
brownshirts’ potential for violence and aggression survived. A report by one 
SA leader of events in the brownshirts’ camp during a single night at the 
Nuremberg Rally in 1934 indicates this very clearly. Everyone was drunk, he 
noted, and a large fight between two regional groups at one in the morning 
left several men with knife-wounds. On their way back to the camp, 
stormtroopers attacked cars, threw bottles and stones at the windows and beat 
up their occupants. The entire Nuremberg police force was mobilized to try 
and stop the mayhem. A brownshirt was hauled out of the camp latrine, into 
which he had fallen in a drunken stupor, but he died of chlorine gas poisoning 
shortly afterwards. The camp was not quiet until four in the morning, by 
which time six men had been killed and thirty wounded, as well as another 
twenty who had been injured by jumping on or off cars and trucks, hanging 
onto the sides, or falling off the back while the vehicle was moving. Such 
incidents repeated themselves on other occasions. Chastened, reduced in 
numbers, deprived of its autonomy and - so the Nazi leaders claimed - purged 
of its most extreme, violent and corrupt elements, the SA nevertheless 
remained a source of violence whenever the regime chose to make use of it 


and sometimes even when it did not. 22 

Meanwhile, the army breathed a sigh of relief. General Blomberg expressed 
his gratitude and assured Hitler of the complete devotion of the army. He 
congratulated Hitler on his ‘soldierly decision’ to deal with ‘traitors and 


murderers’. General von Reichenau quickly explained away the cold-blooded 
murder of one of the army’s most senior and publicly prominent officers, Kurt 
von Schleicher, in a communiqué that claimed he had been conspiring with 
Rohm and with foreign powers to overthrow the state and had been shot when 
he had offered armed resistance to his arrest. Whether his wife, also shot, had 
been involved, he did not say. Army officers uncorked bottles of champagne 
in the mess to celebrate. From young firebrands like Lieutenant Claus von 
Stauffenberg, who described the action as the lancing of a boil, to senior 
officers like Major-General Erwin von Witzleben, who told his fellow officers 
he wished he had been there to see ROhm shot, all of them rejoiced to a 
degree that even Blomberg found unseemly. Only one man, a retired captain 
and former senior civil servant in the Reich Chancellery, Erwin Planck, 
thought the army’s jubilation misplaced. ‘If you look on without lifting a 
finger,’ he told General von Fritsch, ‘you will meet the same fate sooner or 


later.’ 38 


REPRESSION AND RESISTANCE 


I 


While these events had been in progress, Reich President Hindenburg’s 
condition had been steadily deteriorating. When Hitler visited him on 1 
August in Neudeck, the Head of State and former First World War military 
leader, in a confusion that graphically symbolized the shift in the balance of 
power and authority between the two men that had taken place over the 
previous eighteen months, addressed him as ‘Majesty’, evidently thinking he 


was talking to the Kaiser.22 Noting the old man’s physical and mental 


dissolution, Hindenburg’s doctors told Hitler that the President only had 
twenty-four hours to live. Flying back to Berlin, Hitler convened a cabinet 
meeting the same evening. Without waiting for the old man to die, the cabinet 
agreed a decree merging the offices of President and Chancellor and 
transferring all the powers of the former to the latter, to come into effect at the 
moment of Hindenburg’s passing. Hitler did not have long to wait. At 9 a.m. 
on 2 August 1934, the President finally gave up the ghost. Many conservative 
Germans felt this was the end of an era. He was, noted Luise Solmitz in her 
diary, ‘a real fighter and blameless human being and has carried his, our, era 
with him into the grave’. He took his office with him to the grave, too. The 
title of Reich President, Hitler announced, was ‘inseparably united with the 
name of the great deceased’. It would be wrong for it to be used again. In 
future, Hitler would be known as the ‘Leader and Reich Chancellor’. A law 
was put forward to this effect and ratified by a nationwide plebiscite held on 


19 August. 22 

With this act, Hitler became Head of State in every sense of the term. The 
most important attribute of this office was the fact that it was to the Head of 
State that the armed forces swore allegiance. On 2 August 1934, troops all 
over the land were summoned and made to swear a new oath, devised by 
General von Reichenau without any consultation with Hitler himself. The old 
oath had pledged allegiance to the abstract entity of the Weimar Constitution 
and the unnamed person of the President. The new one was very different: ‘I 
swear by God this holy oath, that I will render unconditional obedience to the 
Leader of the German Reich and people, Adolf Hitler, the supreme 
commander of the armed forces, and as a brave soldier am willingly prepared 


61 


to risk my life for this oath at any time.’*= Nor was this a merely formal 


pledge. For the oath of allegiance was of far more importance in the German 
army than in most of its equivalents elsewhere. It was the subject of specific 
training and education sessions, in which duty and honour were emphasized 
and examples given of the consequences of breaking it. Most important of all, 
perhaps, was the novel inclusion of the pledge to unconditional obedience to 
Hitler, whether or not his commands might have been considered legal, in 
contrast to the primacy given by the previous oath of allegiance to the 


constitution and the ‘lawful establishments’ of the German nation.©2 


A few officers in the military were fully aware of what the oath meant. 
Some had doubts. The evening after swearing the oath, Major-General 
Ludwig Beck, the conservative, hard-working, middle-class artillery officer 
who had risen by 1934 to become a senior staff officer at the head of the 
Troop Office (renamed the Army General Staff in 1935), described 2 August 
as ‘the blackest day of my life’. But most were either in favour, given the way 
in which Hitler had fulfilled the army’s wishes over the previous eighteen 
months, or remained unaware of the oath’s potential significance. Hitler 
himself had no doubt as to the importance of what had been done. After 
promulgating a law on 20 August 1934 giving retroactive legal validity to the 
new oath, he wrote a fulsome letter of thanks to Werner von Blomberg, the 
Minister of Defence, expressing his gratitude and promising that the army’s 
loyalty would be reciprocated. Gratified in his turn, Blomberg ordered that the 
armed forces would now address Hitler as ‘My Leader’ instead of the civilian 


appellation of ‘Mr Hitler’ which they had previously used.©3 The military 
oath provided the model for a similar oath ordered in the law of 20 August to 
be sworn by civil servants. Once more it was to the ‘Leader of the German 
Reich and People’, an office unknown in any constitution, a form of authority 


derived from Hitler’s person rather than from the German state, 04 


These events cemented Hitler’s power as ‘the Leader’. As the young 

constitutional lawyer Ernst Rudolf Huber explained in 1939, this was not a 
governmental office, but derived its legitimation from ‘the united will of the 
people’: 
The authority of the Leader is total and all-embracing: within it all resources 
available to the body politic merge; it covers every facet of the life of the 
people; it embraces all members of the German community pledged to loyalty 
and obedience to the Leader. The Leader’s authority is subject to no checks or 
controls; it is circumscribed by no private preserves of jealously guarded 
individual rights; it is free and independent, overriding and unfettered. 


Hitler’s opinion, Huber declared, in his treatment of the Constitutional Law of 


the Greater German Reich, which quickly became a standard work, 
represented the ‘objective’ will of the people, and in this way he could counter 
‘misguided public opinion’ and override the selfish will of the individual. 
Hitler’s word, as another commentator, Werner Best, a Nazi intellectual who 
had been the central figure in the ‘Boxheim affair’ in 1931, noted, was thus 
law, and could override all existing laws. He was not given his powers by the 
state, but by history. In time, therefore, his merely constitutional secondary 


title of Reich Chancellor was quietly dropped.22 

Not just Hitler personally but also the Nazi movement in general had always 
held the letter of the law and the institutions of the state in contempt. From 
the very beginning, they had operated extra-legally, and this continued even 
after they had abandoned the idea of a direct putsch as the way to power. For 
the Nazis, the bullet and the ballot-box were complementary tools of power, 
not alternatives. Votes and elections were treated cynically as instruments of 
formal political legitimation; the will of the people was expressed not through 
the free articulation of public opinion, but through the person of Hitler and the 
Nazi movement’s incorporation of the historical destiny of the Germans, even 
if the Germans themselves disagreed with this. Moreover, widely accepted 
legal norms such as the notion that people should not commit murder or acts 
of violence, destruction and theft, were disregarded from the outset by the 
Nazis because they believed that history and the interests of the German 
(‘Aryan’) race justified extreme measures in the crisis that followed 


Germany’s defeat in the war.29 


At the same time, at least in the early years of the Third Reich, the massive 
apparatus of state bureaucracy, judiciary, police, penal and welfare systems 
inherited from the Weimar Republic and ultimately to a large extent from the 
Bismarckian Reich could not simply be brushed aside or overridden at will. 
There existed what the exiled political scientist Ernst Fraenkel called The 
Dual State, to quote the title of his famous book, published in the USA in 
1941. On the one hand was the ‘normative state’, bound by rules, procedures, 
laws and conventions, and consisting of formal institutions such as the Reich 
Chancellery, the Ministries, local authorities and so on, and on the other there 
was the ‘prerogative state’, an essentially extra-legal system that derived its 


legitimation entirely from the supra-legal authority of the Leader.22 Theorists 
like Huber distinguished carefully between ‘the authority of the state and the 
authority of the Leader’, and made it clear that the latter always had 
precedence over the former. Thus formally illegal acts such as the murders 
committed in the ‘Night of the Long Knives’ were sanctioned by the Leader’s 
authority and so in fact were not illegal at all. The arrests, imprisonments and 


murders had been carried out not by the police or the regular law enforcement 
agencies but by the SS, and the formal apparatus of the law and the state 
almost fell over itself in the rush to give these acts of violence the approval of 
the law. This was a graphic demonstration of the fact that there was 
increasingly little serious conflict between the ‘normative’ and ‘prerogative’ 
systems in Nazi Germany. The former had to defer more and more to the 
latter, and as time went on it became increasingly permeated by its spirit; 
rules were relaxed, laws dispensed with, scruples abandoned. Already at the 
beginning of July 1933, Hans-Heinrich Lammers, head of the Reich 
Chancellor’s office, was beginning to sign his letters ‘Hail, Hitler! (Heil 


Hitler!) £8 Towards the end of the month, all civil servants, including 
university teachers, lawyers and other state employees, were instructed to use 
the ‘German greeting’ when conducting official business. Not to say ‘Hail 
Hitler’ or give the Nazi salute when the occasion seemed to demand it was 


from this point on an overt sign of dissidence.©2 These were only the outward 


signs of a compliance that increased rapidly in intensity as the regime settled 
down into power. 

Ministers such as Franz Giirtner, who had been Reich Justice Minister in the 
last two cabinets before Hitler’s and continued in office under the Third 
Reich, still made strenuous efforts to try and get the arbitrary authority of the 
Leader mediated through formal acts of law. This required the repeated 
invention of phrases and concepts designed to make it look retrospectively as 
if Hitler’s orders were in conformity with existing legal rules and regulations. 
In some cases, as with the ‘Night of the Long Knives’, it also meant the 
passing of legislation giving retroactive legality to the regime’s most blatantly 
illegal acts. On 1 December 1933, the supremacy of the prerogative over the 
normative state was formally proclaimed in a Law for Guarantees of the 
Unity of Party and State, though the vague terms in which the legislation was 
couched meant that it had little real effect in practice. In reality, this situation 
meant that there was continual skirmishing between the organs of Party and 
state, with Nazi bosses interfering with state policy and decision-making at 
every level from local authorities upwards. Hitler tried to control the 
interference by Nazi Party Regional Leaders and other Party officials in the 
business of the state in 1934 in particular, as they threatened to disrupt 
economic policy in some areas. He declared the Party to be mainly an 
instrument of propaganda now that the state was in Nazi hands. But this too in 


the end meant very little. 22 


To begin with, Hitler also introduced a number of measures to make the 
Party more effective. The decentralization of its organization after the 


resignation of Gregor Strasser at the end of 1932 was creating problems. 
Constant faction fighting and struggles for power within the Party 
organization allowed clever civil servants to reduce the Party’s influence by 
playing off the factions against one another. Anxious to centralize the Party 
again without putting power in the hands of a potential rival, Hitler first made 
the ever-faithful Rudolf Hess ‘Leader’s Deputy for Party Affairs’, but without 
control over the organizational apparatus. Then, on 1 December 1933, he 
appointed him to a cabinet post. On 27 July 1934, Hitler decreed that all laws 
and decrees proposed by Reich Ministries had to pass through Hess’s office. 
In 1935 Hess got the power to vet senior civil service appointments and 
promotions as well. All this gave the Party very extensive influence over the 
state. Hess himself was scarcely capable of wielding it. He had no serious 
ambitions apart from abnegating himself to Hitler’s will. His powers were 
increasingly used, however, by the undoubtedly ambitious Martin Bormann, 
Chief of Staff in Hess’s office since 1 July 1933. Bormann created an 
elaborate apparatus of the ‘Staff of the Leader’s Deputy’, organized into 
different departments and manned by loyal supporters who shared his 
determination to centralize the Party and use it systematically to create policy 
and push it through the civil service. In 1935 Bormann took over the 
management of Hitler’s rural headquarters on the Obersalzberg, in Bavaria. 
He used his presence there to act as Hitler’s private secretary and exert 
growing control over access to the Leader. It was typical of the way the Third 
Reich was run that Bormann’s office now rivalled the official, state institution 
of the Reich Chancellery, run by the top civil servant Hans-Heinrich 
Lammers. When Hitler was in Berlin, Lammers had more access and thus 
more influence; but the Leader spent increasing amounts of time on the 
Obersalzberg, where Bormann could deny access even to Lammers 


himself,Z4 

This kind of duality was repeated at every level. As the chaos of the seizure 
of power in the first half of 1933 subsided, the Third Reich was left with a 
mass of competing institutions across the board. Reich Governors, Minister- 
Presidents and Regional Leaders all competed for supremacy in the federated 
states, and in Prussia, which covered over half the land surface of Germany, 
with the regional state governors as well. These clashes were partly solved by 
the appointment of the top Regional Leader of every federated state as Reich 
Governor in his particular area in April 1933. Another step was taken on 30 
January 1934 when, under pressure from the Reich Interior Ministry under the 
Nazi Wilhelm Frick, a new law abolished all the federated states, from Prussia 
downwards, along with their governments and parliaments, and merged their 
Ministries into the corresponding Reich Ministries. Thus the federal 


constitution which in one form had characterized the German political system 
for over a thousand years, and was to do so again after 1945, was swept away. 
Characteristically, however, some elements of federalism remained, so the 
process of dissolution was incomplete. The Party Regional Leaders retained 
their position as regional Reich Governors, and continued to occupy powerful 
positions within the Party hierarchy. They wielded considerable influence 
over local and regional affairs, though here the Reich Local Government Law 
of 1935, in abolishing local elections, placed the appointment of mayors 
largely within the competence of the Interior Ministry in Berlin. This in turn 
aroused the hostility of the District Leaders (Kreisleiter) of the Party, who 
often exploited the right of participation accorded them by the law in the 
appointment of local officials to interfere in local government and place their 


cronies and clients in offices for which they were often quite unsuited.Z2 
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Map I. Nazi Party Regions in the Third Reich, 1935 

None of this infighting, needless to say, involved any real opposition to the 
Nazi leadership or its policies. After the purges of 1933, the vast majority of 
State bureaucrats were themselves either Nazi Party members or broadly 
sympathetic to the movement. The heads of some of the key Ministries in 
Berlin were the same. Their position was reinforced by such leading figures in 
the movement as Hermann Goring, who managed characteristically to prevent 
most of the proposed changes in the administration of the Prussian state from 
being put into effect. Indeed, the opposition of the Regional Leaders among 
others ensured that the whole reform never went as far as the Reich Interior 
Ministry intended, so that the administrative structures of the federated states 


remained largely intact even after most aspects of their autonomy, and all 


remaining vestiges of their representative institutions, had been abolished.22 
There was nothing neat about the administration of the Third Reich, and the 
idea that it was a smoothly functioning, completely centralized state has long 
since been abandoned by historians. Instead, the mess of competing 
institutions and conflicting competencies effectively prevented the 
‘normative’ state machine from asserting itself against the arbitrary 
interventions of the ‘prerogative’ apparatus and doomed it to a slow decline in 
its power and autonomy. 

Meanwhile, after the upheavals of the summer and early autumn of 1934, 
Hitler moved quietly to make arrangements for the eventuality that he himself 
might be incapacitated or struck down unexpectedly. It was not Hess, nor was 
it Himmler, who had played the key role in the ‘Night of the Long Knives’, 
but the redoubtable, ruthless and decisive figure of Hermann Goring. On 7 
December 1934, Hitler issued a decree making Goring ‘his deputy in all 
aspects of national government’ should he be unable to carry out his duties 
himself. G6ring’s position as the second man in the Third Reich was 
cemented a few days later by another law, issued on 13 December, in which 
Hitler named Goring as his successor, and instructed the civil service, the 
army, the SA and the SS to swear an oath of personal allegiance to him 
immediately after his own death. Goring was to use this position in the next 
few years to build up a position for himself in the Third Reich so powerful, it 
has been said, as to amount to a state within the state. What his designation as 
Hitler’s deputy and successor also showed, however, was how quickly after 
Hindenburg’s death the real and formal distribution of power within the Third 
Reich had become a matter of personalities rather than constitutional rules 
and regulations. This was now a fully fledged dictatorship, in which the 
Leader could do as he wished, including naming his own successor without 


reference to anyone else.24 


II 


Nowhere was the personal nature of Hitler’s authority clearer than in the rise 
to prominence and power of the SS. Originating as Hitler’s private bodyguard 
and ‘Protection Squad’ (Schutzstaffel, hence the abbreviation ‘SS’), it owed 
allegiance solely to him and obeyed no laws apart from its own. Heinrich 
Himmler, its leader since 1929, had built it up rapidly, until it reached a 
strength of over 50,000 by the spring of 1933. From this large force Hitler 
once more selected an elite to form a new ‘Headquarters Guard’, renamed 


‘Adolf Hitler’s Bodyguard’ in September 1933; other elite groups of SS men 
were put into special detachments to be placed at Hitler’s disposal for 
particular tasks of policing, terror and operations such as the ‘Night of the 


Long Knives’.22 Already by 1934, Himmler was thinking of the SS in more 


ambitious terms than just a special force of loyal troops to be used by Hitler 
whenever he needed them. He conceived the ambition of turning the SS into 
the core elite of the new Nazi racial order. In deliberate contrast to the 
plebeian disorder of the brownshirts, Himmler intended his SS to be strictly 
disciplined, puritanical, racially pure, unquestioningly obedient, incorporating 
what he regarded as the best elements in the German race. Bit by bit, the older 
generation of SS men, with histories of violence often going back to the Free 
Corps of the early years of the Weimar Republic, were pensioned off, to be 


replaced by a younger, better-educated generation of officers.Z® 


Himmler created an elaborate hierarchy of SS officers, each level with its 
Own grandiose-sounding title - Senior Group Leader, Standard Leader 
(Obergruppenftihrer, Standartenfiihrer) and so on - and its own subtle 
indications of status in the insignia borne on the smart, military-style 
uniforms all the officers wore. These redesigned uniforms included now not 
only the original silver death’s head badge of the organization but also a 
pseudo-runic version of the letters ‘SS’, shaped like a double bolt of 
lightning; SS typewriters were soon supplied with a special key carrying the 
runic title to use in official correspondence and memoranda. More grades and 
insignia followed. Himmler even raised money for his organization by doling 
out honorary ranks and titles such as ‘Sponsoring Member’ to donors, and 
money duly began to flow in from industrialists, bankers and businessmen. 
The ‘Friends of the Reich Leader-SS’, another source of funds, included men 
like the banker Friedrich Flick, the I.G. Farben Director Heinrich Biitefisch, 
and representatives of firms like Siemens-Schiickert, the Deutsche Bank, 
Rheinmetall-Borsig and the Hamburg-America Shipping Line. Many of these 
men received honorary SS titles as a reward. This, as they no doubt realized, 
was more than an empty gesture, since their association with the SS could 
protect them from interference by over-zealous members of the Party in their 
business. Not surprisingly, the magazine started by Himmler for his ‘Friends’ 
had a circulation of 365,000 by September 1939, and the collective financial 
contributions of the Friends ranged between half a million and a million 


Reichsmarks a year-ZZ 


All this threatened to dilute the close-knit, elite character of the SS, so 
between 1933 and 1935 Himmler expelled no fewer than 60,000 men from its 
swollen ranks. In particular he purged homosexuals, alcoholics and men who 


had obviously joined out of opportunism and were less than fully convinced 
Nazis. Above all, from 1935 he required proof of pure Aryan ancestry, as he 
termed it, going back to 1800 for the rank and file, 1750 for officers. Serving 
and aspirant SS men combed the parish registers for proof of their racial 
purity, or hired professional genealogists to do it for them. Recruits now had 
to undergo a physical examination to confirm their ‘Aryan’ qualities; 
Himmler considered that in time, with suitably directed racial evolution, only 
blond men would be accepted. Already since 1931 every SS man had to 
receive special permission from Himmler or his office to get married; it would 


only be granted if his fiancée was racially suitable as well.28 But these plans 
fell far short of the ideal. For example, out of 106,304 SS men who applied 
for marriage certificates issued from 1932 to 1940, only 958 were turned 
down, despite the fact that all the requirements were satisfied only by 7,518. 
The few hundred men who were expelled for contravening the marriage rules 
were subsequently reinstated. The new racial elite would clearly be a long 


time in coming.Z2 
The elite formed by the SS gradually came to acquire a different 
characteristic from the racial supremacy originally intended by Himmler. It 


was above all, and in sharp contrast to the SA, highly educated.22 Leading SS 
figures like Werner Best, Otto Ohlendorf, Walter Schellenberg and Franz Six 
possessed university degrees, even doctorates; born in the run-up to the First 
World War, they were too young to have fought at the front, but were imbued 
instead with the compensatory nationalist fanaticism that was so prevalent in 
the universities they attended during the 1920s. Coming to maturity in an era 
of uncertainty, in which the political system was in flux, money, for a time at 
least, had lost its value, and a steady job or a stable career seemed out of the 
question, they had lost their moral compass, perhaps even never acquired one 
in the first place. To such young men, only the Nazi movement appeared to 
offer a solid identity, moral certainties and a perspective on the future. Typical 
of this generation was Otto Ohlendorf, who was born in 1907 into a well-off 
Protestant farming family of conservative, Nationalist political inclinations. 
Ohlendorf joined the brownshirts in 1925 while still attending grammar 
school, and was transferred to the SS in 1927, when he also joined the Nazi 
Party. From 1928 to 1931 he studied Law and Political Science at the 
Universities of Leipzig and Gottingen, then he spent a year at the University 
of Pavia in order to learn about Italian Fascism. The experience left him 
disillusioned with the rigidities of the ‘Corporate State’ but also directed his 
attention towards economics, which he began to study seriously, although his 
attempts to take a doctorate and build an academic career for himself failed. 


From 1936 onwards he concentrated on developing his ideas within the SS, 
where he became Director of the economics section of the SS Security 
Service (Sicherheitsdienst or SD), where his attacks on Nazi economics for 
damaging the middle classes got him into trouble, but also won him a 
reputation for intelligence and assertiveness. It was probably these abilities, 
denoting a willingness to digest and articulate unpalatable truths, that in 
September 1939 secured him the position of Director of the German-speaking 


areas covered by Security Service operations.24 


The Security Service itself had its origins in reports early in 1931 that the 
Nazi Party had been infiltrated by its enemies. Himmler established the 
Security Service to investigate the claims, and put the business in the hands of 
a man who subsequently became perhaps more universally and cordially 
feared and disliked than any other leading figure in the Nazi regime - 
Reinhard Heydrich. Born in 1904 into a highly cultured middle-class family - 
his father was an opera singer, his mother an actress - Heydrich was an 
accomplished violinist, who, contemporaries reported, played with feeling, 
often weeping as he did so. Tall, slim, blond, his striking good looks marred 
for some only by his narrow face and small, close-set eyes, he also became an 
expert swordsman who excelled at fencing. Joining a Free Corps at the age of 
sixteen, he enlisted as an officer cadet in the navy in 1922 and had become a 
lieutenant by 1928, working in the signals department. His future in the armed 


forces had seemed assured.22 But Heydrich also found it easy to make 
enemies. The sailors disliked his abrupt, overbearing manner and mocked his 
high, almost falsetto voice. His numerous affairs with women got him into 
trouble with his superiors when the father of one of his girlfriends, a director 
of I.G. Farben and a friend of Admiral Raeder, head of the navy, complained; 
not only was the girl pregnant, but at the naval court of honour summoned to 
hear the case, Heydrich tried to pin the blame for the conception on her, 
causing general outrage amongst the officers and leading to his being 
cashiered from the navy in April 1931. Marrying his new girlfriend, Lina von 
Osten, who held strong Nazi convictions and had family connections with the 
SS chief in Munich, Karl Baron von Eberstein, Heydrich found new 
employment in the SS and was immediately set to work rooting out 
infiltrators. So thorough was he at this task that he convinced Himmler that 
the Security Service needed to widen the scope of its activities to become the 
core of a new German police and surveillance force. His intrusive 
investigations aroused the hostility of a number of old Nazis, including the 
Regional Leader of Halle-Merseburg, who riposted with the malicious 
allegation that Heydrich had Jewish ancestry in his blood. An investigation 


ordered by Gregor Strasser, Reich Organization Leader of the Nazi Party at 
the time, came to the conclusive finding that the allegations were untrue, 
though they continued to dog Heydrich for the rest of his career and have 


surfaced periodically since his death as well.83 

None of this stopped Heydrich’s meteoric rise to power within the SS. 
Unsentimental, cold, efficient, power-hungry and utterly convinced that the 
end justified the means, he soon won Himmler over to his ambitious vision of 
the SS and its Security Service as the core of a comprehensive new system of 
policing and control. Already on 9 March 1933, the two men took over the 
Bavarian police service, making the political section autonomous and moving 
SS Security Service personnel into some of the key posts. They went on to 
take over the political police service in one federated state after another, with 
the backing of the centralizing Reich Interior Minister Wilhelm Frick. At this 
point they ran into a major obstacle to their plan to create a unified national 
political police system, however, in the formidable shape of Hermann Goring, 
the Prussian Minister-President, who on 30 November 1933 established a 
separate political police service for Prussia. This was based on the political 
police section of the Berlin police presidium, which had acted as an 
information-gathering centre on Communists during the Weimar Republic and 
was staffed by professional policemen, headed by the career police officer 
Rudolf Diels. Géring’s new, independent force was known as the Secret State 


Police, Geheime Staatspolizei, or Gestapo for short.24 

The conflicts that rumbled on through the early months of 1934 were 
eventually resolved by the need felt by Goring to counter what he saw as the 
growing menace of R6hm’s brownshirts. Diels had implemented Nazi policy 
with gusto in the course of 1933, but his professional detachment was 
unsuited to the task of fighting the brownshirts by fair means or foul. On 20 


April 1934 Goring replaced Diels with Himmler at the head of the Gestapo.22 
Himmler and Heydrich now played off Goring and Frick against one another, 
and gained further room for manoeuvre thanks to the cutting of the formal ties 
that bound the SS to the SA after the ‘Night of the Long Knives’. Goring and 
Frick were forced to recognize that they were unable to control the Gestapo, 
whatever the formal powers they might claim to possess over it. While Goring 
effectively abandoned his efforts in November 1934, Frick and the Interior 
Ministry continued the bureaucratic struggle. It was finally resolved in 
Himmler’s favour in 1936. A new law, passed on 10 February, took the 
Gestapo out of the jurisdiction of the courts, so that there could henceforth be 
no appeal to any outside body against its actions. Then a decree, issued by 
Hitler on 17 June, made Himmler Chief of the German Police. In this 


capacity, Himmler put Heydrich in charge of the Gestapo and the Criminal 
Police, as well as the SS Security Service, while the uniformed police were 
also run by an SS man, Kurt Daluege. Police and SS began, in effect, to 
merge, with professional policemen now joining the SS in increasing 
numbers, and SS men taking up an increasing number of posts within the 
police force. Thus a key law enforcement agency in the Reich began to move 
decisively from the ‘normative’ to the ‘prerogative’ state, a transition 
symbolized in 1939 by the subordination of the SS Security Service and the 
security police to the Reich Security Head Office, controlled from the top by 


Himmler and Heydrich.26 


Ill 


The Third Reich’s elaborate apparatus of policing and repression was directed 
in the first place at hunting down and apprehending Nazism’s enemies within 
Germany. Organized opposition to Nazism was offered only by the 
Communists and the Social Democrats in the early years of the dictatorship. 
The left-wing political parties had won 13.1 million votes in Germany’s last 
fully free election, in November 1932, to the Nazis’ 11.7 million. They 
represented a huge chunk of the German electorate. Yet they had no effective 
means of standing up to Nazi violence. Their entire apparatus, along with that 
of their paramilitary wings, the ‘Red Front-Fighters’ League’ and the 
Reichsbanner, and associated organizations such as the trade unions, was 
ruthlessly swept aside in the first months of 1933, their leaders exiled or 
imprisoned, their millions of members and supporters, many of them looking 
back on a lifetime’s commitment to the cause, isolated and disoriented. 
Former activists were placed under more or less permanent surveillance, 
shadowed, their correspondence and contacts monitored. Divided, mutually 
hostile and taken by surprise at the speed and ruthlessness of the Nazi seizure 
of power, they were initially helpless and uncertain how to act. Reorganizing 


to form an effective resistance movement seemed out of the question.82 


Yet in some ways the Social Democrats and Communists were better 
prepared for resistance than any other groups in Nazi Germany. The labour 
movement had been repeatedly banned or suppressed in the past, under 
Metternich’s police repression of the early nineteenth century, in the post- 
revolutionary reaction of the 1850s and early 1860s, and most notably during 
Bismarck’s Anti-Socialist Law of 1878-90. Going underground was nothing 
new. Indeed some veterans of the Anti-Socialist Law, when the Social 
Democrats had developed a whole network of secret contacts and 


communications, were still active forty-odd years later, under the Nazis. 
Fuelled by their stories of heroism and derring-do in the 1880s, and 
disillusioned with the compromises the party had made in the later years of 
the Weimar Republic, many younger Social Democrats relished the prospect 
of returning to the party’s revolutionary traditions. Where the international 
statesman Bismarck had failed to crush them, surely the beer-hall demagogue 
Hitler was unlikely to succeed. Social Democratic activists quickly began 
cyclostyling illegal broad-sheets, pamphlets and newspapers and distributing 
them secretly amongst sympathizers to try and strengthen their resolve to 
resist the new regime’s attempts to win them over. Many were sustained by 
the belief, rooted in the Marxist theory that still dominated the thinking of the 
Social Democrats in this period, that the Nazi regime was unlikely to last. It 
was a final, desperate attempt at self-preservation by a capitalist system 
plunged into its deepest ever crisis by the crash of 1929. All that was needed 
was to stick together and prepare for the Third Reich to self-destruct. By 
spreading clear and accurate information about the true state of affairs in 
Germany, it would be possible to destroy the ideological foundations of the 


regime and get the masses poised to remove it 88 

In many parts of Germany, above all in its industrial heartlands, with their 
decades-old traditions of labour movement solidarity, clandestine groups 
quickly organized and sprang into action. Even in less secure cultural 
environments, Social Democrats managed to regroup and continue their 
activities in secret. In Hanover, for instance, the young Werner Blumenberg, 
later to make a name for himself as a Marx scholar, set up a ‘Socialist Front’ 
that counted some 250 members and produced a series of mimeographed 
newsletters, the Socialist Flysheets (Sozialistische Bldtter), in editions of 


1,500 that were distributed to contacts throughout the region.22 Similar, 
smaller groups were established in the Bavarian towns of Augsburg and 
Regensburg, and even in the ‘capital’ of the Nazi movement, Munich. Their 
activities included such actions as pasting up posters in the streets at night and 
urging people to vote ‘no’ in the plebiscite of 19 August 1934. Leaflets were 
left in workplaces with slogans or brief news items criticizing the Nazi 
propaganda machine’s portrayal of events. All over Germany, thousands of 
former activists in the Social Democratic Party were engaged in this kind of 
work. They concentrated in particular on maintaining contacts with the party’s 
leadership in exile, in Prague. Their aim was not just to rouse the masses, but 
to keep old party and trade union loyalists within the fold and wait for better 
times. Most of them lived a double life, maintaining outward conformity with 
the regime but engaging in resistance activities in secret, in their spare time. 


Some collected the leaflets and newspapers the exiled party organization 
printed, such as the New Forwards (Neue Vorwdrts) on journeys across the 
border, smuggled them into Germany and distributed them to the remnants of 
the party’s membership. And they fed detailed information to the exiled 
leadership about the situation in Germany in turn, providing it month by 
month with a remarkably sober and increasingly realistic assessment of the 


chances of staging a revolt 20 


Yet these activities stood little chance even of achieving the most basic of 
their aims, that of maintaining solidarity amongst former Social Democrats, 
let alone of spreading the resisters’ message to the masses. For this there were 
many reasons. The resisters lacked leadership. The most prominent Social 
Democrats had mostly gone into exile. Even those who wanted to stay on 
were too well known to escape the attention of the police for long: the 
Silesian Reichstag deputy Otto Buchwitz, for example, had a number of 
narrow escapes while travelling around Germany distributing illegal party 
literature, before he finally bowed to the inevitable and allowed the 
underground movement to smuggle him into Denmark at the beginning of 


August 1933.24 By this time, almost all the other leading Social Democrats 
who had remained in Germany were in prison, in a concentration camp, 
silenced or dead. The leadership in exile proved to be an unsatisfactory 
substitute. Its uncompromising position had already alienated many of those 
comrades who had elected to stay in Germany in 1933, and it made matters 
worse in January 1934 by issuing the ‘Prague Manifesto’, which called for a 
radical policy of expropriation to destroy big business and the big landed 


estates once Hitler had been overthrown.22 This was unpalatable to many 


local opposition groups, while failing to convince others that the party 
leadership had really shaken off the passivity and fatalism that had hampered 


its will to resist in 1932-3.22 Dissatisfied with what they saw as the party’s 
feebleness, small, more radical groups acted independently, taking a variety of 
names such as the International Socialist Fighting League, the Revolutionary 
Socialists of Germany or the Red Shock-Troop (a purely Berlin organization). 
These in turn quarrelled with other underground groups that remained loyal to 
the exiled leadership in Prague, disagreeing not only over policies but also 


over tactics, 24 


In such circumstances, any idea of rousing the masses to outright opposition 
to the regime, the traditional goal pursued by underground movements in 
European history, was doomed to failure from the start. Finding a basis in the 
masses was almost impossible. The tattered remnants of labour movement 
culture that remained under the Third Reich were few and_ usually 


unimportant. The Nazi ‘co-ordination’ of local associational life of all kinds 
had simply been too thorough. Rabbit-breeding circles, gymnastic clubs and 
similar groups that changed their names by dropping Social Democratic terms 
from their titles but kept the same leadership and membership as before were 
quickly recognized for what they were and closed down by the police or the 
municipal authorities. The Social Democratic resistance was thus never able 
to expand beyond small, locally organized elite groups of activists. Moreover, 
the Nazi regime could not be convincingly portrayed, like the regimes of 
Metternich or Bismarck, as the representative of a tiny, authoritarian elite; on 
the contrary, its rhetoric announced from the start that it intended to represent 
the people as a whole, mobilizing them in support of a new kind of state that 
would overcome internal divisions and create a new national community for 
the whole German race. This was a dispiriting fact with which Social 


Democratic activists quickly came to terms. 95 


It was probably loyalty to the memory of the Social Democratic-oriented 
trade unions that lay behind the mass abstentions that met the annual elections 
legally required of shop-floor representatives in 1934 and 1935. There were 
so many blank or spoiled ballots that the results were kept secret in 1934 and 


1935 and the process was abandoned thereafter.2© The Gestapo tracked down 


many of the ‘Marxists’ who distributed leaflets urging a ‘no’ vote in the 
plebiscite of 19 August 1934, arresting over 1,200 of them in the Rhine-Ruhr 
area alone. Massive waves of arrests of Social Democrats rolled over other 
parts of Germany such as Hamburg. The issue of a special leaflet by the 
Social Democratic resistance on 1 May 1935 prompted a further series of 
arrests. By the end of the year, the formal underground organization of the 
Social Democrats had been effectively destroyed. Yet the sheer size of the 
party’s former membership and the enduring power of its former cultural 
milieu and traditions ensured that hundreds of thousands of old Social 
Democrats remained loyal in their hearts to the fundamental values of their 
party. Loosely organized, informal, decentralized groups of Social Democrats 
continued throughout the rest of the Third Reich to keep these values and 


ideals alive, even though they could do nothing to put them into effect 22 

A small number of radical Social Democrats, gathered since 1929 in a group 
that called itself New Beginning (Neu-Beginnen), took the view that the main 
prerequisite for a successful workers’ resistance was the reunification of the 
German labour movement, whose bitter division between Social Democrats 
and Communists they thought had opened the way to the rise of fascism. Its 
hundred or so members, backed by a rather larger number of sympathizers, 
expended a great deal of effort in trying to bring the parties together, using 


tactics such as infiltrating Communist cells and working to change the party’s 
line from within. The organization’s manifesto, written by its leader Walter 
Loewenheim and published in Karlsbad in August 1933 in an edition of 
12,000, aroused some debate in resistance circles when it was secretly 
distributed in Germany. But Loewenheim concluded in 1935 that the 
prospects for success were so small that there was no point in carrying on. 
Although some members, like the future historian Francis Carsten, tried to 
continue, waves of arrests by the Gestapo soon crippled the remnants of the 
movement; Carsten himself went into emigration and began a doctorate on the 
early history of Prussia. Other small groups in exile and within the country 
worked along similar lines, including the International Socialist Fighting 
League and the Socialist Workers’ Party of Germany, one of whose leading 
members was the young Willy Brandt, who left Germany for exile in 
Scandinavia and became Mayor of West Berlin and then Federal Chancellor 
of West Germany after the war. All these groups, however, rejected the 
politics of both the major working-class parties as divisive and outmoded, 
without really developing any coherent political concept to put in their 


place.28 


The hardline attitude of the Communists made any idea of creating a united 
front quite impossible to fulfil. Since the end of the 1920s the Communist 
Party of Germany had been following the ‘ultra-left’ party line in Moscow, 
which damned the Social Democrats as ‘social fascists’ and regarded them, 
indeed, as the main obstacle to a proletarian revolution. Nothing that 
happened in 1933 or 1934 changed this. In May 1933 the German Communist 
Party’s Central Committee reaffirmed what the Cominterm praised as the 
party’s ‘absolutely correct political line’ against ‘social fascism’. ‘The 
complete exclusion of the Social Fascists from the state apparatus, the brutal 
suppression of the Social Democratic party organization and its press as well 
as our own, do not alter the fact that now as before they constitute the main 
social support of the dictatorship of capital.’ Critics of the ultra-left line and 
advocates of co-operation with the Social Democrats, such as Hermann 
Remmele and Heinz Neumann, had already been removed from the party 
leadership in 1932, leaving the ever-faithful Ernst Thalmann at least 
nominally in charge, though he had in effect been out of action since his arrest 
and imprisonment immediately after the Reichstag fire in February 1933. ‘For 
the working class,’ trumpeted the leading German Communist Fritz Heckert 
at the end of 1933 despite all the evidence, ‘there is only one real enemy - that 
is the fascist bourgeoisie and Social Democracy, its principal social 


support.’ 99 


Such grotesquely unrealistic views were not simply the result of 
unconditional obedience to Moscow. They also reflected the long legacy of 
bitterness between the two major working-class parties since the Revolution 
of 1918 and the murder of the Communist leaders Karl Liebknecht and Rosa 
Luxemburg by Free Corps units raised at the behest of the Social Democrats. 
In their turn, Social Democrats knew that the Bolshevik regime in Russia had 
murdered some thousands of its opponents, and that their counterparts there, 
the Mensheviks, had been among the first victims. Unemployment, which 
affected Communists more than Social Democrats, had driven a further 
wedge between the two parties. Nobody raised the prospect of united action 
within either the Social Democratic Party or the Communist Party with any 
success in 1931-4. 

The Social Democrats could boast a much larger membership than the 
Communist Party - over a million at the beginning of 1933, as against only 
180,000 or so for the Communists - and their members tended to stay loyal to 
their party for longer than Communists did to theirs. However, years of 
purges and the repeated disciplining of internal dissidents had left the 
Communists well disciplined and united, while a tradition of clandestine work 
and secret organization more recent and more effective than that of the Social 
Democrats ensured that illegal Communist cells were quickly set up all over 
Germany once the shock of the first months of 1933 had passed. The party’s 
lack of realism about the situation was, ironically, another positive factor. 
Believing fervently that the final collapse not only of Nazism but also of 
capitalism as a whole was now only just a matter of months away, 
Communists saw every reason to risk their freedom and their lives in a 
struggle that would surely end before long in total victory for the proletarian 


revolution.1029 


Yet what did that struggle consist of? For all the Nazis’ alarmist propaganda 
in 1933 about the imminence of a violent Communist revolution, the fact was 
that the reconstituted German Communist Party could do little more than its 
Social Democratic counterpart. There were a few acts of sabotage, and a 
handful of Communists tried to obtain military information to feed to the 
Soviet Union. But the vast majority of the scores of thousands of Communists 
active in the resistance could only concentrate on keeping the movement alive 
underground, ready for the day when Nazism fell, along with the capitalist 
system they thought sustained it. They held secret meetings, distributed illicit 
imported political propaganda, collected membership dues and produced and 
circulated crude mimeographed flysheets and newsletters, sometimes in quite 
large numbers, in pursuit of their aim of reaching as many people as possible 
and rousing them to oppose the regime. They set up clandestine distribution 


networks for magazines and leaflets produced by the Communist apparatus 
outside Germany and smuggled into the country by couriers. There was also 
extensive co-operation between the resistance within Germany and the 
leadership outside: the newspaper The Red Flag, for instance, was edited in 
exile but printed in a number of centres within the country, including for 
example at an illegal press in Solingen-Ohligs, which produced about 10,000 
copies of each edition once or twice a month. In a few places, the 
Communists staged secret demonstrations on Mayday, running up red flags, 
or the hammer and sickle banner, on high buildings, and daubing slogans on 
railway stations. Like the Social Democrats, the Communists leafleted for a 


‘no’ vote in the plebiscite of 19 August 1934101 

There is no doubt that the Communists were more active and more 
persistent than the Social Democrats in organizing resistance in the early 
years of the Third Reich. Apart from the greater commitment - some would 
say fanaticism - of its members, the Communist Party was also under 
instructions from its leadership in exile to maintain as visible a presence in 
Germany as possible. Couriers and agents came and went from Paris, 
Brussels, Prague and other outside centres, often under assumed identities, 
constantly attempting to keep the movement going or to revive it where it had 
been destroyed. Raids and arrests were frequently followed by jauntily 
assertive mass leafleting to expose the brutality of the police and demonstrate 
the regime’s failure to destroy the resistance. But such tactics proved the 
party’s undoing, since they inevitably rendered it visible not just to workers 


but also to the Gestapo. 102 The party’s bureaucratic structure and habits also 
helped the police identify and track down its members, as branch treasurers 
and secretaries like Hans Pfeiffer, in Diisseldorf, for example, meticulously 
continued to keep copies of letters, minutes of meetings, records of 
subscriptions and lists of members, all of which proved invaluable to the 


regime when they fell into the hands of the police,203 The same problems 
that afflicted the Social Democrats also plagued the Communists - difficulty 
of communication with the exiled leadership, destruction of the social and 
cultural infrastructure of the labour movement, exile, imprisonment or death 


of the most experienced and talented leaders.104 


Despite the legendary discipline of the party, too, serious divisions soon 
emerged within the exiled leadership, between an ultra-left majority that 
continued to pour venom on the Social Democrats and the Communist 
International, which recognized the scale of the defeat the party had suffered 
and eventually began to urge collaboration with Social Democrats in a 
‘popular front’ against fascism. In January 1935 the Communist International 


openly condemned the party’s former policy as ‘sectarian’ and began to tone 
down its revolutionary rhetoric. Sensing the way the wind was blowing, a 
growing minority amongst the German Communists went along with the new 
Moscow line. They were led by Walter Ulbricht, the former Berlin 
Communist leader, and Wilhelm Pieck, a long-term Reichstag deputy and 
companion of Liebknecht and Luxemburg in their final days, before their 
murder by the Free Corps during the ‘Spartacus uprising’ of 1919. Alongside 
this ideological reorientation, the centralized structure of the party in 
Germany, so helpful to the Gestapo, was now dismantled and replaced with a 
looser organization in which the different parts were kept largely separate. 
The way finally seemed open to a united and effective working-class 


resistance against the Nazis 105 


But it was all far too late. The local organizers and many of the rank and file 
of the Communist resistance had spent too long fighting the Social Democrats 
to abandon their hatred now. When 7,000 workers paraded in Essen in the 
middle of 1934 to demonstrate at the grave of a Communist who had died in 
prison, the local Communist leadership made it clear that Social Democrats, 
‘against whom the deceased had always fought’, would not be welcome. 
Moreover, Ulbricht, charged with bringing about a Popular Front of 
Communists and Social Democrats in Germany from his position of exile in 
Paris, had a talent for antagonizing people. Some thought that he was being 
deliberately abrasive so as to put the blame on the Social Democrats for the 
failure of a policy that he did not really support anyway. It also proved 
impossible to communicate the new party line to many activists within 
Germany, given the vigilance over couriers exercised by the Gestapo. The 
German Social Democrats for their part remained as suspicious of the Popular 
Front, which really did lead to genuine, if uneasy co-operation in France and 
Spain, as they had been of the ‘United Front’, a well-known tactic of the 
Communists to undermine them during the Weimar Republic. The legacy of 
bitterness sown in 1919-23 proved too powerful for any real co-operation to 


come about in Germany.126 


In any case, by the time the Popular Front policy was in full swing, both 
Communist and Social Democratic resistance organizations had been severely 
damaged by the Gestapo. The mass arrests carried out in June and July 1933 
obliged the resistance movement to regroup, but the Gestapo was soon on the 
track of the new organizations and began to arrest their members too. The 
experience of the Diisseldorf branch of the illegal Communist resistance was 
probably not untypical. A great industrial centre with a tradition of radicalism, 
Diisseldorf was a stronghold of the Communist Party, which won 78,000 


votes in the Reichstag election of November 1932, 8,000 more than the Nazis 
and more than twice as many as the Social Democrats. The mass arrests that 
followed the Reichstag Fire Decree on 28 February 1933 severely damaged 
the local party, but under the leadership of the 27-year-old Hugo Paul, it 
regrouped and put out a steady stream of leaflets and propaganda. In June 
1933, however, the Gestapo seized the party’s records and arrested Paul 
himself at the home of the man who printed the leaflets. Brutal interrogation 
revealed the names of further activists, and over ninety had been arrested by 
the end of July. The party’s clandestine leadership in Berlin sent a series of 
replacements for Paul, changing them frequently to avoid discovery, and by 
the spring of 1934 the local organization had a membership of around 700, 
producing an internal newsletter in editions of 4-5,000 copies and distributing 
leaflets by pushing them through letter-boxes at night, or scattering them from 
the top of high buildings such as the railway station, banks, cinemas and 
hotels, by means of a device known as a ‘jumping jack’ (Knallfrosch ). The 
party regarded the distribution of a bitingly sarcastic commentary on the 
‘Night of the Long Knives’ as a particular success. 

However, the Gestapo was able to tum a clandestine Communist 
functionary, Wilhelm Gather, into a double agent, and when he reentered the 
local Communist Party after his release in 1934, arrests soon followed - sixty 
in the town’s central ward, followed by fifty in the working-class district of 
Friedrichstadt. Other Communists who were arrested and tortured committed 
suicide rather than betray their comrades. Yet despite the repression, the 
murder of R6hm led to renewed optimism about the imminent collapse of the 
regime, and membership actually increased, reaching about 4,000 in the 
Lower Rhine and Ruhr districts combined. This did not last long. The 
growing centralization and efficiency of the Gestapo under Himmler and 
Heydrich soon led to further arrests; most crucially, the entire secret national 
leadership of the Communist Party in Berlin was taken into custody on 27 
March 1935. This left local and regional groups disoriented and leaderless, 
their morale further damaged by growing disillusion with the ultra-left policy 
pursued by the party since the late 1920s. Desertions and further arrests left 
the clandestine party organization in the Ruhr and Lower Rhine in tatters. It 
consisted of no more than a few isolated groups by the time the new District 
Leader, Waldemar Schmidt, arrived in June 1935. He had little time to make 
his report to the exiled party leadership, however, since he too was very 


quickly arrested in his turn 197 


A similar story could be told in virtually every other part of Germany. In 
Halle-Merseburg, for example, a police spy led the Gestapo to a meeting of 
the district leadership early in 1935; those arrested were tortured to force 


them to reveal the names of other members; documents were seized, there 
were more arrests, more torture; and eventually over 700 people were 
arrested, totally destroying the regional Communist Party organization and 
leaving the few remaining members completely demoralized. The party 
cadres were now politically paralysed, not without justification, by mutual 


suspicion. 108 Through careful information-gathering, house-searches, 


ruthless interrogation and torture of suspects, and the use of spies and 
informants, the Gestapo had succeeded in destroying the organized resistance 
of the Communist Party by the end of 1934, including its welfare organization 
the Red Aid (Rote Hilfe), which was dedicated to helping the families of 
prisoners and members who had fallen on hard times. From now on, only 
small, informally organized groups of Communists could continue to meet, 


and in many places not even these existed. 109 They more or less abandoned 
their earlier ambition of rousing the masses, and focused instead on preparing 
for the time when Nazism would eventually fall. Of all the groups who held 
out against Nazism in the early years of the Third Reich, the Communists 
were the most persistent and the most undaunted. They paid the greatest price 


asda consequence. 110 


Those Communists who had sought refuge from repression in the Soviet 
Union fared little better than their comrades who remained in Germany. The 
gathering threat of fascism across Europe, the failures of agricultural 
collectivization in Russia and the Ukraine, and the travails and tribulations of 
forced industrial growth, all induced a growing sense of paranoia in the Soviet 
leadership, and when one of the most prominent and popular of the younger 
generation of Bolshevik leaders, Sergei Kirov, was murdered with the obvious 
complicity of Bolshevik Party officials in 1934, the Soviet leader Josef Stalin 
began to organize the mass arrest of Bolshevik Party functionaries, sparking a 
massive purge that quickly gained its own momentum. Soon, leading 
Communist functionaries were being arrested and shot in their thousands, and 
made to confess fantastic crimes of subversion and treachery in widely 
publicized show trials. The purge spread rapidly down the party’s ranks, 
where officials and ordinary members vied with each other in denouncing 
supposed traitors and subversives among their own number. The ‘Gulag 
archipelago’ of labour camps strung across the less hospitable parts of the 
Soviet Union, above all in Siberia, swelled to bursting with millions of 
prisoners by the late 1930s. From Stalin’s acquisition of supreme power at the 
end of the 1920s to his death in 1953, it has been estimated that over three- 
quarters of a million people were executed in the Soviet Union, while at least 


two and three-quarter million died in the camps.24t 


In this atmosphere of terror, fear and mutual recrimination, anything out of 
the ordinary could become the pretext for arrest, imprisonment, torture and 
execution. Contact with foreign governments, even previous residence in a 
foreign country, began to arouse suspicion. Soon the purges began to suck the 
German Communist exiles into their vortex of destruction. Thousands of 
German Communists who had sought refuge in Stalin’s Russia were arrested, 
sent to labour camps, or exiled to Siberia. Over 1,100 were condemned for 
various alleged crimes, tortured by Stalin’s secret police, and imprisoned in 
grim conditions in the labour camps for lengthy periods of time. Many were 
executed. Those killed included several members or former members of the 
party’s Politburo: Heinz Neumann, the former propaganda chief whose 
advocacy of violence in 1932-3 the Politburo had vehemently rejected; Hugo 
Eberlein, a former friend of Rosa Luxemburg, whose criticisms of Lenin had 
not found favour in the Soviet Union; and Hermann Remmele, who had been 
incautious enough to say in 1933 that the Nazi seizure of power marked a 
defeat for the working class. Of the forty-four Communists who belonged to 
the Politburo of the German party between 1920 and 1933, more were killed 
in Stalin’s purges in Russia than died at the hands of the Gestapo and the 


Nazis in Germany.112 


‘ENEMIES OF THE PEOPLE’ 


I 


In custody after his arrest for setting fire to the Reichstag on 27-8 February 
1933, the young Dutch anarchist Marinus van der Lubbe must have known 
that he would never leave prison alive. Hitler indeed had said as much. The 
culprits, he declared, would be hanged. But in saying so, he immediately ran 
into difficulties with the law. Hanging was the favoured method of execution 
in his native Austria, but not in Germany, where decapitation had been the 
only method used for almost a century. Moreover, the German Criminal Code 
did not make arson punishable by death, unless it had led to someone being 
killed, and nobody had died as a direct result of van der Lubbe’s deed. 
Brushing aside the scruples of legal advisers and bureaucrats in the Reich 
Justice Ministry, the cabinet persuaded President Hindenburg to issue a decree 
on 29 March 1933 applying the death penalty provisions of the Reichstag Fire 
Decree of 28 February retroactively to offences, including treason and arson, 
committed since 31 January, Hitler’s first full day in office. As some 
newspaper commentators still dared to point out, this violated a fundamental 
principle of the law, namely that laws should not apply punishments 
retroactively to crimes that had not carried them when they were committed. 
If the death penalty had been prescribed for arson at the time of van der 
Lubbe’s offence, then he might have been deterred from committing it in the 
first place. Now nobody committing an offence could be sure what the 


punishment would bet13 


Hitler and Goring were not just determined to see van der Lubbe executed; 
they also wanted to pin the arson attack on the German Communist Party, 
which they had effectively outlawed on the basis of the claim that it was 
behind the attempt. So on 21 September 1933 it was not only van der Lubbe 
but also Georgi Dimitrov, the Bulgarian head of the Western European Bureau 
of the Communist International in Berlin, two of his staff, and the German 
Communist Reichstag floor leader Ernst Torgler, who stood in the dock at the 
Reich Court in Leipzig to answer the charges of arson and high treason. 
Presiding over the proceedings was the conservative judge and former 
People’s Party politician Wilhelm Biinger. But Biinger, for all his political 
prejudices, was a lawyer of the old school, and stuck to the rules. Dimitrov 
defended himself with ingenuity and skill, and made Hermann Goring look a 
complete fool when he was called to the witness box. Combining forensic 


ability with impassioned Communist rhetoric, Dimitrov managed to secure 
the acquittal of all the accused apart from van der Lubbe himself, who was 
guillotined shortly afterwards. Immediately rearrested by the Gestapo, the 
three Bulgarians were eventually expelled to the Soviet Union; Torgler 


survived the war, and subsequently became a Social Democrat 114 

The court’s judgment was careful to conclude that the Communist Party had 
indeed planned the fire in order to start a revolution, and that therefore the 
Reichstag Fire Decree had been justified. But the evidence against Dimitrov 
and the other Communists, it concluded, was insufficient to justify a 


conviction +42 The Nazi leadership was humiliated. The Nazi daily 


newspaper, the Racial Observer, condemned it as a miscarriage of justice 
‘that demonstrates the need for a thoroughgoing reform of our legal life, 
which in many ways still moves along the paths of outmoded liberalistic 


thought that is foreign to the people’ 116 


Within a few months Hitler had removed treason cases from the competence 
of the Reich Court and transferred them to a special People’s Court, set up on 
24 April 1934. It was to deal with political offences speedily and according to 
National Socialist principles, and the two professional judges in charge of 
cases were to be assisted by three lay judges drawn from the Nazi Party, the 
SS, the SA and other, similar organizations. After a period of rotating 
chairmanship, it was presided over from June 1936 by Otto-Georg Thierack, a 
long-time Nazi, born in 1889, who was appointed Saxon Minister of Justice in 


1933 and Vice-President of the Reich Supreme Court two years later 412 


Thierack was to prove a figure of major significance in the undermining of 
the judicial system during the war. He introduced a new, sharply ideological 
note into the court’s already highly politicized proceedings. 

Meanwhile, preparations had been under way for the trial of the Communist 
Party leader Ernst Thalmann, which would set the seal on the regime’s 
conviction of the Communists for trying to start a revolutionary uprising in 
1933. A dossier of charges was compiled, alleging that Thalmann had planned 
a campaign of terror, bombing, mass poisoning and the taking of hostages. 
Yet the trial had to be postponed because of the lack of hard evidence. 
Thalmann’s high profile as the former leader of one of Germany’s major 
political parties ensured that over a thousand foreign journalists applied for 
admission to the trial. This already gave the regime pause for thought. There 
was a distinct possibility that Thalmann might try to turn the trial to his 
advantage. A death sentence had been agreed in advance. Yet the experience 
of the Reichstag fire trial made the Nazi leadership, above all Goebbels, wary 
of putting on another big show trial. So in the end the Nazi leadership 


considered it safer to keep Thalmann in ‘protective custody’, manacled and 
isolated, in the obscurity of a cell in the state prison at Moabit, in Berlin, then 
later in Hanover and later still in Bautzen, without a formal trial. The 
Communist Party made the most of his imprisonment, retaining him 
indefinitely in the formal position of Chairman. An attempt to spring him 
from gaol in 1934, by Communists dressed as SS men, was foiled at the last 
minute by the action of a Gestapo spy who had infiltrated himself into the 
rescue group. Under close observation, his correspondence with his family 
censored, Thalmann did not stand a chance of escape. He never came before a 
court, and was never formally charged with any offence. He remained in 
prison, the object of repeated international campaigns for his release 


organized by Communists and their sympathizers across the world.418 
Deprived of the chance to stage a show trial of Thalmann, the People’s 
Court preferred initially at least to deal with less conspicuous offenders. Its 
aim was to judge speedily and with a minimum of rules, which in this case 
meant a minimum of guarantees of the rights of the defendants. In 1934 the 
Court passed 4 death sentences; in 1935 the figure rose to 9; in 1936, to 10; 
all but one of these sentences were carried out. Once Thierack had taken over 
in 1936, however, the People’s Court became much harsher in its approach, 
condemning 37 defendants to death in 1937, with 28 executions, and 17 in 


1938, all but one of whom were executed.49 From 1934 to 1939, roughly 
3,400 people were tried by the People’s Court; nearly all of them were 
Communists or Social Democrats, and those who were not executed received 


sentences averaging six years’ penitentiary each 129 

The People’s Court stood at the apex of a whole new system of ‘Special 
Courts’ established to deal with political offences, often of a fairly trivial 
nature, such as telling jokes about the Leader. In this, as in so many other 
areas, the Nazis were not being particularly inventive, but drew on earlier 
precedents, notably the ‘People’s Courts’ set up in Bavaria during the White 
Terror after the defeated revolution of 1919. There was no appeal from their 


summary jurisdiction 421 But the People’s Court and the Special Courts had 


nothing like a monopoly over political cases. Nearly 2,000 people were 
condemned for treason between 18 March 1933 and 2 January 1934 by the 
regular courts; twice as many were still in remand custody at that point. They 
included many prominent and less prominent Communists and Social 
Democrats. Thus the new courts, all of which had a formal juridical status, 
ran alongside the courts of the established legal system, which were also 
engaged in dealing with political offences of many kinds. Indeed, it would be 
a mistake to imagine that the regular courts continued more or less unaltered 


by the advent of the Nazi dictatorship. They did not. Already in the first full 
year of Hitler’s Chancellorship, a total of 67 death sentences were passed on 
political offenders by all the different kinds of court combined. Capital 
punishment, effectively abrogated in 1928 then reintroduced, though only on 
a small scale, in 1930, was now applied not only to criminal murders but even 
more to political offences of various kinds. There were 64 executions in 1933, 
79 in 1934, 94 in 1935, 68 in 1936, 106 in 1937 and 117 in 1938, the great 
majority of them widely publicized by garish scarlet posters that Goebbels 
ordered to be put up around the town where they took place. Previous 
ceremonial accompaniments to executions, which took place inside state 
prisons, were abolished, and in 1936 Hitler personally decreed that the hand- 
held axe, traditional in Prussia but the object of a good deal of criticism from 
the legal profession, including prominent Nazi jurists, should be replaced 


everywhere with the guillotine. 122 


The death penalty was reserved above all for Communists and was applied 
both to activists in the ‘Red Front-Fighters’ League’ who had attracted the 
hostility of the Nazis in the street violence of the early 1930s and to 
Communist cadres who continued to try and fight the Nazis under the Third 
Reich, usually by doing no more than printing and spreading critical leaflets 
and holding supposedly secret meetings to plot the downfall of the regime. 
The first batch of Communists to be beheaded consisted of four young men 
arrested for their supposed part in the events of the Altona ‘Bloody Sunday’ in 
June 1932, when a number of brownshirts had been shot dead - supposedly by 
Communists, in reality by panicking units of the Prussian police - during a 
march through a heavily Communist district of the Prussian town. 
Condemned by a Special Court in Altona on trumped-up charges of planning 
an armed uprising, the four men appealed for clemency to Hermann Goring. 
The local state prosecutor advised him to turn the appeal down: ‘Carrying out 
the sentences will bring the whole seriousness of their situation graphically 
before the eyes of people of Communist inclinations; it will be a lasting 


warning for them and have a deterrent effect.’423 The sentences were duly 


carried out and the executions were widely publicized in the press.124 A spirit 


of pure revenge was what informed the decision to force forty Communists 
sentenced in another mass trial to witness the beheading by hand-held axe of 
four of their fellow ‘red marines’ in the yard of a Hamburg prison in 1934 at a 
ceremony also attended by brownshirts, SS men and the male relatives of 
Nazi activists who had died in street fighting in 1932. The defiant reaction of 
the Communists, who shouted political slogans and physically resisted the 


executioners, ensured that this would not happen again. 125 


II 


The vast majority of judges and prosecutors expressed few doubts about such 
acts, although one of the conservative bureaucrats in the Reich Ministry of 
Justice was concerned enough to make a special marginal note in the draft 
Statistics on capital punishment that one man, beheaded on 28 September 
1933, was only nineteen years of age, and international concern was 
expressed in a number of campaigns for clemency for condemned 
Communists such as the former Reichstag deputy Albert Kayser, executed on 
17 December 1935. Women too were now coming under the axe, as they had 
not done under the Weimar Republic, starting with the Communist Emma 
Thieme, executed on 26 August 1933. They and others fell foul of a whole 
new set of capital offences, including a law of 21 March 1933 prescribing 
death for anyone found guilty of threatening to destroy property with the 
intention of causing panic, a law of 4 April 1933 applying the death penalty to 
acts of sabotage, a law of 13 October 1933 making the planned assassination 
of any state or Party official punishable by death, and another law, of 24 April 
1933, perhaps the most far-reaching of all of these, laying down beheading as 
the punishment for anyone planning to alter the constitution or detach any 
part of Germany from the Reich by threat of force or conspiring to do so; thus 
anyone distributing leaflets (‘planning’) critical of the dictatorial political 
system (‘the Constitution’) could now be executed; and so too, on the basis of 
a law of 20 December 1934, under particular circumstances, could someone 
convicted of making ‘hateful’ statements, including jokes, about leading 


figures in the Party or the state 126 


Presiding over this resumption and extension of the application of capital 
punishment was Reich Justice Minister Franz Giirtner, not a Nazi but a 
conservative who had been Bavarian Justice Minister in the 1920s and had 
already served as Reich Justice Minister in the cabinets of Papen and 
Schleicher. Like most conservatives, Giirtner applauded the crackdown on 
disorder in 1933 and 1934. After the ‘Night of the Long Knives’, he arranged 
for legislation to sanction the murders retrospectively, and nipped in the bud 
the attempts of some local state prosecutors to initiate proceedings against the 
killers. Giirtner believed in the use of written laws and procedures, however 
draconian, and he quickly appointed a committee to revise the Reich Criminal 
Code of 1871 in accordance with the new ethos of the Third Reich. As one 
committee member, the criminologist Edmund Mezger, put it, the aim was to 
create a new synthesis of ‘the principle of the individual’s responsibility to his 
people, and the principle of the racial improvement of the people as a 


whole’.127 The committee sat for many hours and produced lengthy drafts, 
but it was unable to keep up with the pace at which new criminal offences 
were being created, and the legalistic pedantry of its recommendations was 


wholly unwelcome to the Nazis, who never put it into effect 128 

Meanwhile the judicial system was coming under growing pressure from 
leading Nazis, who complained, as Rudolf Hess did, about the ‘absolutely un- 
National Socialist tendency’ of some judicial decisions. Above all, as 
Reinhard Heydrich complained, the regular courts were continuing to pass 
sentences on ‘enemies of the state’ that were ‘too low according to the normal 
popular feeling’. The purpose of the law, in the eyes of the Nazis, was not to 
apply long-held principles of fairness and justice, but to root out the enemies 
of the state and to express the true racial feeling of the people. As a manifesto 
issued in 1936 under the name of Hans Frank, now Reich Commissioner for 
Justice and head of the Nazi Lawyers’ League, stated: 


The judge is not placed over the citizen as a representative of the state 
authority, but is a member of the living community of the German people. It 
is not his duty to help to enforce a law superior to the national community or 
to impose a system of universal values. His role is to safeguard the concrete 
order of the racial community, to eliminate dangerous elements, to prosecute 
all acts harmful to the community, and to arbitrate in disagreements between 
members of the community. The National Socialist ideology, especially as 
expressed in the Party programme and in the speeches of our leader, is the 


basis for interpreting legal sources. 129 


However harshly they sentenced Communists and other political offenders, 
the regular courts, judges and prosecutors were never likely to live up to this 
ideal, which in effect demanded the abrogation of all rules of justice and the 
translation of the Nazi street violence of the pre-1933 period into a principle 
of state. 

Far from objecting to the police and SS taking offenders out of the judicial 
system, or complaining about the Gestapo’s habit of arresting prisoners on 
their release from custody and putting them straight into concentration camps, 
the judiciary and legal and penal administrators were happy to co-operate in 
this whole process of subversion of the rule of law. State prosecutors handed 
over offenders for confinement in the camps when they lacked the evidence to 
prosecute or when they could not be brought before the courts for some other 
reason, such as their youth. Judicial officials issued guidelines ordering prison 
governors to recommend dangerous inmates (especially Communists) for 


‘protective custody’ on their release, which they did in thousands of cases. In 
one prison, in Luckau, for example, 134 out of 364 in a sample of prisoners 
studied by one historian were handed over to the Gestapo on completing their 


sentence, on the explicit recommendation of the prison administration. 130 


How the practice worked was shown by the governor of the Untermassfeld 
prison, who wrote to the Thuringian Gestapo on 5 May 1936 about Max K., a 
printer who had been sentenced to two and a quarter years’ custody in June 
1934 for his involvement in the Communist underground. K. had behaved 
well in prison, but the governor and his staff had investigated his family and 
connections and did not believe he had turned over a new leaf. He told the 
Gestapo: 

K. did not attract any special attention in the institution. But in view of his 
past life, I cannot believe that he has changed his mind and I believe that he 
has, just like most leading Communists, only kept out of trouble now through 
cunning calculation. In my view it is absolutely essential that this active 
leading Communist is taken into protective custody after the end of his 


sentence,131 


K. was in fact only a foot-soldier of the Communist movement, not one of its 
leaders. But the letter, sent twelve weeks before he was due to be released, 
had its effect, and the Gestapo were waiting for him at the prison gate when 
he came out on 24 July 1936: by the next day he had been delivered to a 
concentration camp. Some prison officials tried to stress the good conduct and 
reformed character of such inmates on occasion, but this had little effect 
where the police considered that they remained a threat. Before long, this 
system of prison denunciations was extended to other categories as well. Only 
in 1939 did the Reich Justice Ministry call for an end to explicit demands for 
prisoners to be taken into police custody on their release, a practice that 
seemed to undermine the very basis of the judicial system’s independence. 
This had no effect. Prison officials continued to inform the police of 
prisoners’ release dates, and indeed to make cells or even whole wings of state 
prisons available to the police to house thousands of prisoners in ‘protective 
custody’ without any formal process of prosecution or trial at all, and not only 


in the chaotic period of mass arrests in March-June 1933.432 

The efforts of the judicial apparatus to preserve some degree of autonomy 
for itself seldom had much effect on the eventual outcome as far as offenders 
were concerned. Giirtner managed to block police and SS efforts to secure the 
transfer of prisoners to concentration camps before the end of their prison 
term, but he had no principled objection to their transfer at the end of it, only 


to the penal authorities’ formal involvement in such transfers. The constant 
barrage of SS criticism of judicial leniency did not lead to the dismissal or 
forced retirement of a single judge. The legalistic pointlessness of Gurtner’s 
attitude, and the hollowness of the judicial apparatus’s resistance to SS 
interference, were neatly illustrated by the Ministry of Justice’s campaign 
against the brutality of police interrogations. From the very beginning of the 
Third Reich, interrogation sessions by the police and the Gestapo often 
resulted in prisoners being returned to their prison cells beaten, bruised and 
badly injured to a degree that could not escape the attention of defending 
lawyers, relatives and friends. The Justice Ministry found these practices 
objectionable. They did not reflect well on the reputation of the law 
enforcement apparatus in Germany. After a good deal of negotiation, a 
compromise was found at a meeting held on 4 June 1937, when police and 
Justice Ministry officials agreed that such arbitrary beatings should cease. 
Henceforth, the meeting ruled, police interrogators were to be limited to 
administering twenty-five lashes to interviewees in the presence of a doctor, 


and they had to use a ‘standard cane’ to do 50,133 


Ill 


The regular judicial and penal system also continued under the Third Reich to 
deal with ordinary, non-political crime - theft, assault, murder and so on - as 
well as implementing the new repression of the police state. Here too, there 
was a rapid expansion of capital punishment, as the new system moved to 
implement death sentences passed on capital offenders in the late Weimar 
Republic but not carried out because of uncertainty about the political 
situation in the early 1930s. The Nazis promised that there would be no more 
lengthy stays of execution while petitions for clemency were being 
considered. “The days of false and mawkish sentimentality are over’, declared 
a far-right newspaper with satisfaction in May 1933. By 1936, some 90 per 
cent of death sentences passed by the courts were being carried out. 
Prosecutors and courts were now encouraged to charge all homicides with 
murder rather than the non-capital offence of manslaughter, to reach a guilty 
verdict and to pass the harshest sentence, resulting in an increase of the 
number of murder sentences per 1,000 of the adult population from 36 in 


1928-32 to 76 in 1933-7434 Criminals, the Nazis argued, drawing on the 
work of criminologists over the previous few decades, and brushing aside all 
the qualifications and subtleties with which their central theses were 
surrounded, were essentially hereditary degenerates and must be treated as 


outcasts from the race.232 


The consequences of such doctrines for ordinary offenders against the 
criminal law were serious in the extreme. Already under the Weimar 
Republic, criminologists, penal experts and police forces had reached a large 
degree of consensus on proposals to confine ‘habitual criminals’ indefinitely 
for the protection of society. On 24 November 1933, their wishes were 
granted with the passing of a Law against Dangerous Habitual Criminals, 
which allowed the courts to sentence any offender convicted of three or more 
criminal acts to ‘security confinement’ in a state prison after their formal 


sentence had been served out.42© More than 14,000 offenders had received 
such a sentence by October 1942. They included existing inmates of prisons 
recommended by prison governors for retroactive sentencing - in some 
prisons, as in Brandenburg penitentiary, over a third of the inmates were 
proposed for this treatment. These were not major or, in general, violent 
criminals but overwhelmingly petty offenders - bicycle thieves, pilferers, 
shoplifters and the like. Most of them were poor people without steady 
employment who had taken to stealing during the inflation and resumed it 
during the Depression. Typical, for example, was the case of a carter, born in 
1899, who had served a large number of prison sentences for minor theft in 
the 1920s and early 1930s, including eleven months for stealing a bicycle and 
seven months for the theft of a coat. Each time he was released, he was sent 
out into society with a handful of marks as payment for his prison work; and 
with his record he could neither get a job during the Depression nor persuade 
the welfare authorities to give him benefits. In June 1933 he was sentenced 
for stealing a bell, some glue and a few other knick-knacks during a bout of 
drinking, and after serving out his time he was retroactively sentenced to 
security confinement in the Brandenburg penitentiary; he was never released. 


His fate was shared by many others.432 


Within the prisons where they were held, conditions rapidly worsened under 
the Third Reich. Nazis habitually accused the Weimar prison service of being 
soft on criminals, pampering inmates with food and entertainment far better 
than they were likely to have experienced outside. This was hardly surprising, 
when so many of them, from Hitler and Hess to Bormann and Rosenberg, had 
done time under Weimar and been treated with conspicuous leniency because 
of their nationalist politics. In fact, conditions in Weimar’s prisons had been 
quite strict, and a military approach to prison life dominated many 


institutions.438 However, attempts had also been made to introduce a more 
flexible system of administration in some places, with an emphasis on 
education, rehabilitation and rewards for good conduct. These now came to an 


abrupt end, much to the relief of the majority of prison warders and 
administrators who had resented them from the outset. Reformist governors 
and senior staff were summarily sacked, and a new, harsher regime was 
introduced. The rapid expansion of numbers soon created further problems of 
hygiene, nutrition and general welfare for the prisoners. Food rations 
deteriorated until prisoners were complaining of weight loss and gnawing 
hunger. Verminous infestation and skin diseases became commoner even than 
they had been in the far from perfect conditions of Weimar. Hard labour was 
initially not a major priority, since it was thought to undermine job-creation 
schemes on the outside, but this policy was soon reversed, and up to 95 per 
cent of inmates were engaged in forced labour in many prisons by 1938. 
Many of the prisoners were held in specially built labour camps run by the 
state prison service, most notoriously on moorland clearance and cultivation 
in the barren North German area of the Emsland, where nearly 10,000 
prisoners were engaged in back-breaking work, digging and draining the 
barren soil. Conditions here were worse even than in the regular state prisons, 
with constant beatings, whippings, deliberate attacks by warders’ dogs and 
even murders and shootings. Many of the guards were ex-brownshirts who 
had staffed the main moorland camp before the Justice Ministry took it over 
in 1934. Their attitude had an influence on the regular state prison staff who 
gradually moved in over the following years. Here, unlike in the other camps, 
the brutal and arbitrary conditions of the early concentration camps of 1933 
continued well into the middle and late 1930s with little interference from 


above.139 


In the regular state prisons and penitentiaries, new regulations imposed on 
14 May 1934 codified local and regional changes, removed privileges and 
introduced novel punishments for refractory inmates. Expiation, deterrence 
and retribution were now the declared aims of imprisonment. Education 
programmes were slashed and thoroughly Nazified. Sports and games were 
replaced by military drill. Prisoners’ complaints were dealt with much more 
harshly. The long-term criminal with whom the Communist political prisoner 
Friedrich Schlotterbeck shared a prison cell was in no doubt about the degree 
to which conditions had deteriorated. As the old lag told his new cell-mate: 


First of all they sawed off the backs of the forms in the eating-hall. That was 
supposed to be too comfortable. Spoiled us. Later on they abolished the 
eating-hall altogether. Sometimes there used to be a concert or a lantern-slide 
lecture on Sundays. There never is now. Lots of books have been taken out of 
the library, too .. . The food got worse. New punishments were introduced. 
Seven days solitary on bread and water for instance. When you’ve had that 


you don’t feel so good at the end of it. And then you get solitary in chains, 
hand and foot. But the worst is when you get chained hands and feet behind 
your back. You can only lie on your belly then. The rules haven’t really 


changed. It’s only that they’re stricter in carrying ’em out 140 


Punishments, Schlotterbeck himself observed during his few years in prison, 
became steadily more frequent and more severe, despite the fact that most 


warders were old professionals rather than newly appointed Nazis. 141 Many 


prison officers were not satisfied with the removal of Weimar’s reforming 
practices. They still wanted a return to the old days of the Imperial period, 
when corporal punishment in prisons had been widespread. Yet their desire 
for a reinstatement of what they conceived of as the proper order of things in 
the state prisons was frustrated in many institutions by massive overcrowding. 
Things were not improved by the employment by 1938 of over 1,000 Nazi 
street-fighting veterans as assistant warders. These men were grateful for the 
employment but proved impossible to discipline. They were contemptuous of 
state authority and all too inclined to exercise casual brutality against inmates 
with weapons hitherto unfamiliar in the state prison system such as rubber 


truncheons. 142 


The ‘security confined’ had a particularly hard time. They were sentenced to 
nine hours’ hard labour a day and subjected to strict military discipline. Since 
they were permanently in prison, these conditions weighed ever more heavily 
on them as they grew older. By 1939 more than a quarter of them were in 
their fifties or above. Cases of self-mutilation and attempted suicide increased 
rapidly. ‘I won’t do another 3 years here,’ wrote one inmate to her sister in 
1937: ‘...I have stolen, but I will rather do myself in, my dear sister, than be 


buried alive for that in here.’242 New laws and greater police powers drove 
the number of inmates of all kinds in state prisons on an average day up by 50 
per cent in 1933, until it reached a peak of 122,000 at the end of February 


1937, compared to a mere 69,000 ten years earlier 144 Nazi policy towards 


crime was not directed by any rational attempt to reduce ordinary offences of 
theft and violence, although it was common to hear older Germans in the 
postwar years claiming that whatever Hitler’s faults, he had at least made the 
streets safe for the honest citizen. In fact, amnesties were declared for minor, 
non-political, criminal offences in August 1934 and April 1936, quashing no 
fewer than 720,000 prosecutions that would have led to short prison sentences 
or fines. This was not the kind of offender whom the Nazis were interested in 
pursuing. So-called habitual criminals, however, were not included in such 


amnesties, a further indication of the arbitrariness of Nazi penal practice 145 


Meanwhile large numbers of new offences were created by a series of new 
laws and decrees, some of them with retroactive effect. They were designed 
not least to serve the ideological and propaganda interests of the regime. 
Thus, for instance, in 1938, Hitler ordered a new law making highway 
robbery on a motorway retroactively punishable by death after two men had 
been found guilty of this offence in 1938 and sentenced to a term of 


imprisonment. They were duly sent to the guillotine. 146 Offences of all kinds 
were given a political or ideological slant, so that even pilfering or picking 
pockets became evidence of hereditary degeneracy, and vaguely defined 
activities such as ‘grumbling’ or ‘idling’ became grounds for indefinite 
imprisonment. Punishments increasingly no longer fitted the crime, but were 
designed to assert the supposed collective interest of the ‘racial community’ in 
the face of deviance from the norms set by the Nazis. Whole categories of 
people were increasingly defined by police, prosecutors and courts as 
inherently criminal and caught up in their thousands in the process of 
arbitrary arrest and confinement without trial. 

Deviant and marginal, but hitherto socially more or less tolerated, 
professions like prostitution also began to be defined as ‘asocial’ and subject 
to the same sanctions. Vague and wide-ranging laws and decrees gave the 
police almost limitless powers of arrest and detention, virtually at will, while 
the courts did not lag far behind in applying the policies of repression and 
control, for all the regime’s continual attacks on them for their supposed 
leniency. All this was cheered on, with only small and often quite technical 
reservations, by considerable numbers of criminologists, penal specialists, 
lawyers, judges, and professional experts of one kind and another - men like 
the criminologist Professor Edmund Mezger, a member of the committee 
charged with preparing a new Criminal Code, who declared in a textbook 
published in 1933 that the aim of penal policy was ‘the elimination from the 


racial community of elements which damage the people and the race’ 147 as 


Mezger’s phrase indicated, crime, deviance, and political opposition were all 
aspects of the same phenomenon for the Nazis, the problem, as they put it, of 
‘community aliens’ (Gemeinschaftsfremde), people who for whatever reason 
were not ‘racial comrades’ (Volksgenossen) and therefore one way or another 
had to be removed from society by force. A leading police expert of the 
period, Paul Werner, summed this up in 1939 when he declared that only 
those who completely integrated themselves into the ‘racial community’ could 
be given the full rights of a member; anyone who was just merely ‘indifferent’ 
towards it was acting ‘from a criminal or asocial mentality’ and was thus a 


‘criminal enemy of the state’, to be ‘combatted and brought down’ by the 


police. £48 


INSTRUMENTS OF TERROR 


I 


The systematization of the Nazi mechanism of repression and control under 
the aegis of Heinrich Himmler’s SS had a marked effect on the concentration 


camps.242 At least seventy camps had been hastily erected in the course of 


the seizure of power in the early months of 1933, alongside an unknown but 
probably even larger number of torture cellars and small prisons in the 
stormtroopers’ various branch headquarters. Around 45,000 prisoners were 
held in them at this time, beaten, tortured and ritually humiliated by their 
guards. Several hundred died as a result of their maltreatment. The vast 
majority were Communists, Social Democrats and trade unionists. However, 
most of these early concentration camps and unofficial torture centres were 
closed down in the second half of 1933 and the first two or three months of 
1934. One of the most notorious, the illegal concentration camp set up in the 
Vulkan shipyard in Stettin, was closed in February 1934 on the orders of the 
State Prosecutor. A number of the SA and SS officers who had taken the lead 
in the torture of prisoners there were put on trial and given lengthy sentences. 
Well before this time, however, a series of official and unofficial amnesties 
had led to the release of large numbers of chastened and browbeaten inmates. 
A third of the camp population was released on 31 July 1933 alone. By May 
1934 there were only a quarter as many prisoners as there had been a year 
before, and the regime was beginning to regularize and systematize the 


conditions of internment of those who remained. 122 

Some time before, in June 1933, the Bavarian State Prosecutor had charged 
camp commandant Wackerle of Dachau, together with the camp physician 
and the camp administrator, with being accessories to the murder of 


prisoners.224 Himmler, who had taken a hand in drawing up the camp 


regulations enforced, though not very consistently, by Wackerle, was obliged 
on 26 June 1933 to sack him and appoint a new commandant. This was 
Theodor Eicke, an ex-policeman with a distinctly chequered past. Born in 
1892, Eicke had been an army paymaster and security guard who had risen 
through the ranks of the SS to become a battalion leader, in command of over 
1,000 men, by the end of 1931. The following year, however, he had been 
forced to flee to Italy after being convicted of preparing bomb outrages. After 
running a refugee camp on behalf of the Fascist government, Eicke had 


returned to Germany in February 1933 to take part in the Nazi seizure of 
power. But he soon quarelled violently with Josef Biirckel, the Regional 
Leader of the Palatinate, who committed him to a mental hospital; the 


alarmed Himmler had him psychiatrically examined and found sane.-22 One 
of his subordinates in Dachau, Rudolf Hoss, described him as ‘an inflexible 
Nazi of the old type’ who regarded the mainly Communist prisoners in the 
early concentration camps as ‘sworn enemies of the state, who were to be 


treated with great severity and destroyed if they showed resistance’ 123 


In June 1933 Himmler remembered that Eicke had organized a camp in 
Italy with some success, and appointed him to run Dachau. The new 
commandant reported later that he had found corruption amongst the guards, 
poor equipment and low morale in the camp administration. There were ‘no 
cartridges or rifles, let alone machine guns. Of the entire staff only three men 
could handle a machine gun. My men were billeted in draughty factories. 
Everywhere there was poverty and misery’ - everywhere, that is, among the 
guards; he did not mention any possible poverty and misery among the 
prisoners. Eicke sacked half the complement of 120 staff and appointed 
replacements. He issued a comprehensive set of regulations in October 1933, 
which, unlike the previous ones, also laid down a code of conduct for the 
guards. These imposed the appearance of order and uniformity where 
previously there had been arbitrary brutality and violence. They were 
draconian in the extreme. Prisoners who discussed politics with the aim of 
‘incitement’, or spread ‘atrocity propaganda’, were to be hanged; sabotage, 
assaulting a guard, or any kind of mutiny or insubordination was punishable 
by the firing squad. Lesser infringements met with a variety of lesser 
punishments. These included solitary confinement on a diet of bread and 
water for a period of time varying with the offence; corporal punishment 
(twenty-five strokes of the cane); punishment drill; tying to a post or a tree for 
a period of hours; hard labour; or the withholding of mail. Additional 
punishment of this kind also carried with it a prolongation of the inmate’s 


sentence 4 


Eicke’s system was intended to rule out personal and_ individual 
punishments and to protect officers and guards from prosecution by the local 
law officers by setting up a bureaucratic apparatus to provide written 
justification for the punishments inflicted. Formal regulation could thus claim 
to have replaced arbitrary violence. Beatings for example were to be carried 
out by several SS men, in front of the prisoners, and all punishments had to be 
recorded in writing. Strict rules were laid down governing the behaviour of 
the SS guards. They had to conduct themselves in a military fashion. They 


were not to engage in private conversations with the prisoners. They had to 
observe minutely detailed procedures for conducting the daily roll-call of the 
inmates, the supervision of prisoners in the camp workshop, the issuing of 
commands, and the implementation of punishments. Prisoners were issued 
with regular uniforms and prescribed exact duties in keeping their living 
quarters tidy. Arrangements were made for basic sanitary and medical 
provisions, notably absent in some of the camps in the early months of 1933. 
Work details outside the camp, consisting mainly of hard, unremitting 
physical labour, were also introduced. Eicke established a systematic and 
hierarchical division of labour among the staff, and issued guards with special 
insignia to be worn on their collars: the death’s head, after which the 
concentration camp division of the SS, given a separate identity after the end 
of 1934, was soon to be known. This symbolized Eicke’s doctrine of extreme 
severity towards the prisoners. As Rudolf Héss later recalled: 


It was Eicke’s intention that his SS-men, by means of continuous instruction 
and suitable orders concerning the dangerous criminality of the inmates, 
should be made basically ill-disposed towards the prisoners. They were to 
‘treat them rough’, and to root out once and for all any sympathy they might 
feel for them. By such means, he succeeded in engendering in simple-natured 
men a hatred and antipathy for the prisoners which an outsider will find hard 


to imagine.+22 


Hoss himself, after signing up with the SS in September 1933, had been asked 
by Himmler, whom he knew from their contact through the ‘blood-and-soil’ 
Artamen League, to join the ‘Death’s Head Formation’ of SS concentration 
camp guards at Dachau. Here his habitual discipline and industriousness won 
him rapid promotion. He received his officer’s commission in 1936 and was 
put in charge of the stores and of prisoners’ property. 

A former inmate of a state prison himself, Héss later wrote that most 
concentration camp inmates found the uncertainty of the duration of their 
sentence the hardest psychological burden to bear. While an offender 
sentenced to a term in prison knew when he was going to get out, release for 
the concentration camp inmate was determined by the whim of a quarterly 
review board, and could be delayed by the malice of any of the SS guards. In 
the world of the camps created by Eicke, the rules gave untrammelled power 
to the guards. The detailed and elaborate rules gave the guards multifarious 
possibilities of inflicting serious violence on inmates for real or alleged 
infringements at every level. The rules were designed not least to provide 
legally defensible excuses for the terror they vented upon the inmates. Héss 
himself protested that he could not bear to watch the brutal punishments, the 


beatings and the whippings, inflicted on the inmates. He wrote disparagingly 
of the ‘malicious, evil-minded, basically bad, brutal, inferior, common 
creatures’ amongst the guards, who compensated for their sense of inferiority 
by venting their anger on the prisoners. The atmosphere of hatred was total. 
Here, Hoss, like many other SS guards, believed, were two hostile worlds 
fighting it out, Communists and Social Democrats on the one side, the SS on 


the other. Eicke’s rules made it certain the latter would win.1°6 Not 


surprisingly, Eicke’s reorganization of Dachau won the approval of Himmler, 
who appointed him inspector of the concentration camps throughout the 
Reich on 4 July 1934. On 11 July, Eicke was given the top rank of SS Group 


Leader alongside Heydrich, the head of the Security Service +22 Ficke’s 
systematization of the concentration camp regime became the basis for all 
camps right across Germany. In view of the continued interventions of State 
Prosecutors in cases of murder committed by camp guards, Eicke 
confidentially ordered that the rules invoking capital punishment for serious 
infringements of discipline were not to be applied; they were to remain 
principally as a means of ‘intimidation’ for the prisoners. The number of 
arbitrary killings began to decline sharply, though the main reason for this 
was the continued fall in the overall number of inmates. After some 24 deaths 
in Dachau in 1933, the number fell to 14 in 1934 (not counting those shot as 


part of the R6hm purge), 13 in 1935 and 10 in 1936,198 

Just as Himmler was taking over and centralizing police forces across 
Germany, so too he took the concentration camps into the control of the SS in 
1934 and 1935, aided by the growth in the power and influence of the SS after 
the RO6hm purge. By this time there were only 3,000 inmates left, a sign that 
the dictatorship had established itself on a more or less stable basis. Along 
with the process of systematization went a parallel process of centralization. 
Oranienburg and Fuhlsbiittel camps were wound up in 1935, Esterwegen in 
1936, and Sachsenburg in 1937. By August 1937 there were only four 
concentration camps in Germany: Dachau, Sachsenhausen (where Héss was 
transferred the following year), Buchenwald and Lichtenburg, the last-named 
a camp for women. This reflected to a degree the regime’s growing sense of 
security and its successful crushing of left-wing opposition. Social Democrats 
and Communists thought to have learned their lesson were released in the 
course of 1933-6. Those kept in custody were either too prominent to be 
released, like the former Communist leader Ernst Thalmann, or were regarded 
as a hard core who would continue resisting the Third Reich if released. The 
relatively small numbers were also an indication that the regime had 
succeeded in bending the state judicial and penal systems to its will, so that 


the official state prisons, after the closing of the small camps and torture 
centres set up by the SA in 1933, now played the major role in the 
incarceration of the real and supposed political enemies of the Third Reich. In 
the summer of 1937, for instance, the overall number of political prisoners in 
the camps paled into insignificance in comparison with the 14,000 officially 
designated political offenders who were held in state prisons. After the initial 
period of violence and repression in 1933, it was the state rather than the SA 
and SS that played the major part in dealing with those who offended against 


the Third Reich’s political norms.422 Here too there was a decline in number 
as political offenders were released into the community. The effective 
smashing of the Communist resistance in the mid-1930s was reflected in a 
decline of high treason convictions from 5,255 in 1937 to 1,126 in 1939, and 
a corresponding fall in the number of state prison inmates classified as 


political offenders from 23,000 in June 1935 to 11,265 in December 1938,160 
But this was still more than the concentration camps held, and the police, the 
courts and the prison system continued to play a more important role in 
political repression under the Third Reich than the SS and the concentration 
camps did, at least until the outbreak of war. 


Zz. 
< 


August 1938 
| 


kK 

a 

Mauth 
& 7 nt 


Dachau 


May 1938 
March 1933 


a8) 

UY 

2 Z. 

\ aj < 
¥ 

- ~ 

a 


Map 2.Concentration Camps in August 1939 

By February 1936, Hitler had approved a reorientation of the whole system, 
in which Himmler’s SS and Gestapo were charged not only with preventing 
any resurgence of resistance from former Communists and Social Democrats, 
but also - now that the workers’ resistance had been effectively crushed - with 
purging the German race of undesirable elements. These consisted above all 
of habitual criminals, asocials and more generally deviants from the idea and 
practice of the normal healthy member of the German racial community. 
Jews, so far, did not form a separate category: the aim was to purge the 
German race, as Hitler and Himmler understood it, of undesirable and 
degenerate elements. Thus the composition of the camp population now 


began to change, and the numbers of inmates began to increase again. By July 
1937, for instance, 330 of Dachau’s 1,146 inmates were professional 
criminals, 230 had been sentenced, under welfare regulations, to labour 
service, and 93 had been arrested as part of a Bavarian police action against 
vagrants and beggars. Fifty-seven per cent of the prisoners by this time were 
thus not classified as political at all, in sharp contrast to the situation in 1933- 


4161 A dramatic change in the nature and function of the camps was in 
progress. From being part of a concerted effort, involving also the People’s 
Court and the Special Courts, to clamp down on political opposition and, 
above all, resistance from members of the Communist Party, the 
concentration camps had become instead an instrument of racial and social 
engineering. The concentration camps were now dumping-grounds for the 


racially degenerate. 162 And the change of function, coupled with Himmler’s 


success in securing immunity from prosecution for the camp guards and 
officials for anything they did behind the perimeter fence, soon led to a sharp 
increase in inmate deaths once more after the relative hiatus of the mid- 


1930s.163 In 1937, there were 69 deaths in Dachau, seven times more than in 
the previous year, out of a camp population that had remained more or less 
unchanged at around 2,200. In 1938 the number of deaths in the camp jumped 
again, to 370, out of a greatly increased camp population of just over 8,000. 
In Buchenwald, where conditions were a good deal worse, there were 48 
deaths among the 2,200 inmates in 1937, 771 amongst 7,420 inmates in 1938, 
and no fewer than 1,235 deaths amongst the 8,390 inmates in 1939, these last 
two figures reflecting not least the effects of a raging typhus epidemic in the 


camp in the winter of 1938-9,164 

The crackdown on ‘community aliens’ in fact had begun immediately in 
1933, when several hundred ‘professional criminals’ had been arrested by the 
police in the first of a number of concerted actions, concentrating among 


others on organized criminal gangs in Berlin. 12 In September 1933, as many 
as 100,000 vagrants and mendicants were arrested in a ‘Reich beggars’ week’ 
staged to coincide with the launch of the first Winter Aid programme, in 
which voluntary contributions were collected for the destitute and the 
unemployed - a neat illustration of the interdependence of welfare and 


coercion in the new Reich.49® Offenders such as these did not on the whole 
end up in the camps, but on 13 November 1933, criminals, along with sex 
offenders, had been made subject in Prussia to preventive police custody in 
concentration camps, and there were nearly 500 of them incarcerated there by 
1935. After the centralization of the police and its takeover by the SS, this 


policy became far more widespread and systematic. In March 1937, Himmler 
ordered the arrest of 2,000 so-called professional or habitual criminals, that is, 
offenders with several convictions to their name, however petty the offences 
might be; unlike the ‘security confined’, whose fate had to be determined by 
the courts, these were put straight into concentration camps without any legal 
process at all. A decree issued on 14 December 1937 allowed for the arrest 
and confinement in concentration camps of everyone whom the regime and its 
various agencies, now working in closer co-operation with the police than 
before, defined as asocial. Shortly afterwards, the Reich and Prussian 
Ministries of the Interior extended the definition of asocial to include anyone 
whose attitude did not fit in with that of the racial community, including 
gypsies, prostitutes, pimps, tramps, vagrants, beggars and hooligans. Even 
traffic offenders could be included under some circumstances, as were the 
long-term unemployed, whose names were obtained by the police from labour 
exchanges. By this time, the reasoning went, there was no need to be 
unemployed, so they must be congenitally work-shy and therefore in need of 


correction. 167 


In April 1938 the Gestapo launched a nationwide series of raids. The raids 
also covered doss-houses of the sort where Hitler had once found shelter in 
his days of poverty and unemployment in Vienna before the First World War. 
By June 1938 there were some 2,000 such people in Buchenwald 
concentration camp alone. At this point, on 13 June, the Criminal Police, 
acting under orders from Heydrich, launched another series of raids, targeting 
beggars, tramps and itinerants. The police also arrested unemployed men with 
permanent places of residence. In many areas they went well beyond 
Heydrich’s instructions and took all the unemployed into custody. Heydrich 
had ordered 200 arrests in every police district, but the Frankfurt police 
arrested 400 and their Hamburg colleagues 700. The total number of arrests 


across the country was well in excess of 10,000,488 The economic 
considerations that played such an important role in these actions could be 
read in the documents justifying preventive detention for these men. The 
papers on one 54-year-old man arrested in Duisburg in June 1938 as part of 
this wider action against people classified as asocials noted for example: 


According to information from the welfare office here, C. is to be classified as 
a work-shy person. He does not care for his wife and his 2 children, so that 
these have to be supported from the public purse. He has never taken up the 
work duty assigned to him. He has given himself over to drink. He has used 
up all his benefit payments. He has received several warnings from the 


welfare office and is described as a classic example of an _ asocial, 


irresponsible and work-shy person.169 


Taken to the concentration camp at Sachsenhausen, the man lasted little more 
than eighteen months before dying, so the camp records claimed, from 


general physical weakness. 120 


People classified as asocial now swelled the depleted concentration camp 
population across Germany, causing massive overcrowding. More than 6,000 
were admitted to Sachsenhausen in the summer of 1938, for example; the 
effects of this on a camp where the total number of inmates had not been 
more than 2,500 at the beginning of the year were startling. In Buchenwald, 
4,600 out of the 8,000 inmates in August 1938 were classified as work-shy. 
The influx of new prisoners prompted the opening of two new camps, at 
Flossenburg and Mauthausen, for criminals and ‘asocials’, run by the SS but 
linked to a subsidiary organization founded on 29 April 1938, the German 
Earth- and Stoneworks Company. Under the aegis of this new enterprise, the 
prisoners were forced to work in quarries blasting and digging out granite for 


the grandiose building schemes of Hitler and his architect Albert Speer +21 


The asocials were the underclass of camp life, just as they had been the 
underclass of society outside. They were treated badly by the guards, and 
almost by definition they were unable to organize self-help measures of the 
sort that kept the political prisoners going. The other prisoners looked down 
on them, and they played little part in camp life. Death and sickness rates 
among them were particularly high. An amnesty on the occasion of Hitler’s 
birthday on 20 April 1939 led only a few of them to be released. The rest 
were there indefinitely. Although their numbers declined, they still formed a 
major part of the camp population on the eve of the war. In Buchenwald, for 
instance, 8,892 of the 12,921 preventive detainees counted on 31 December 
1938 were classified as asocial; a year later the comparable figure was 8,212 
out of 12,221. The raids had fundamentally changed the nature of the camp 


population.+22 


Il 


By the eve of the war numbers in the concentration camps had grown again, 
from 7,500 to 21,000, and they now had a much more varied population than 
in the early years of the regime, when the inmates had overwhelmingly been 


sent there for political offences.+23 The camp population was concentrated in 


a small number of relatively large camps - Buchenwald, Dachau, Flossenbiirg, 
Ravensbriick (the women’s camp, which had replaced Lichtenburg in May 
1939), Mauthausen and Sachsenhausen. Already, the search by the SS for 
building materials had led to the opening of a sub-camp (Aussenlager) of 
Sachsenhausen, in the Hamburg suburb of Neuengamme, where bricks for 
Hitler’s planned transformation of the Elbe port were to be manufactured. 
More were to follow in due course. Labour was becoming an increasingly 


important function of the camps.2/4 Yet labour was expendable, and 
conditions in the new camps were harsher even than they had been in their 
predecessors in the mid-1930s. From the winter of 1935-6 some camp 
authorities began to require the different categories of inmates to carry 
appropriate designations on their uniforms, and in the winter of 1937-8 this 
was standardized across the system. From now on, every prisoner had to wear 
an inverted triangle on the left breast of his or her striped camp uniform: 
black for an asocial, green for a professional criminal, blue for a returning 
Jewish emigrant (a rather small category), red for political, violet for a 
Jehovah’s Witness, pink for a homosexual. Jewish prisoners were assigned to 
one or other of these categories (usually, they were classed as political) but 
had to wear a yellow triangle underneath their category badge, sewn in the 
right way up so that the corners were showing, making the whole ensemble 
into a star of David. These categories were of course often very rough, 
inaccurately applied or even quite arbitrary, but this did not matter to the 
camp authorities. By granting limited privileges to political prisoners, they 
were able to arouse the resentment of the others; by putting criminals in 
charge of other prisoners, they could stir up divisions between the different 


types of inmate even further.2Z2 


The brutality of camp life in the later 1930s is well conveyed in the 
memoirs of some of those who managed to survive the experience. One such 
was Walter Poller, born in 1900, a Social Democratic newspaper editor under 
the Weimar Republic. Poller became active in the Social Democratic 
resistance after his dismissal in 1933. He was arrested at the beginning of 
November 1934 for high treason after the Gestapo had identified him as the 
author of oppositional leaflets, the third time he had been arrested since early 
1933. At the end of his four years in prison he was immediately rearrested and 
taken to Buchenwald. His experience there testified to the extreme brutality 
that had now become the norm in the camps. As soon as they arrived, Poller 
and his fellow prisoners were subjected to a violent and completely 
unprovoked beating by the SS guards, who drove them into the camp, hitting 
them with rifle butts and rubber truncheons as they ran. Arriving, dirty, 


bruised and bloody, in the main barracks for political prisoners, they were 
read a version of the camp rules by an SS officer, who told them: 

Here you are, and you’re not in a sanatorium! You’ll have got that already. 
Anyone who hasn’t grasped that will soon be made to. You can rely on that . . 
. You’re not prison inmates here, serving a sentence imposed by the courts, 
you’re just ‘prisoners’ pure and simple, and if you don’t know what that 
means, you’ll soon find out. You’re dishonourable and defenceless! You’re 


without rights! Your fate is a slave’s fate! Amen.£Z& 


Poller soon found that although the political prisoners received superior 
quality camp uniforms and were housed separately from the others, the heavy 
work to which he was assigned on daily marches outside the camp was too 
much for him. The Social Democratic and Communist camp inmates, who 
were well organized and had an elaborate system of informal mutual aid, 
managed to get him assigned to a job as clerk to the camp doctor. In this 
position, Poller was able not only to survive until his eventual release in May 
1940, but also to observe the daily routine of camp life. It involved a 
necessary degree of self-government by the prisoners, with senior inmates 
made responsible for each barracks and Kapos in charge of mustering and 
presenting the inmates at roll-call and on other occasions - a task which many 
of them carried out with a brutality that rivalled that of the guards. But all the 
prisoners, whatever their position, were completely at the mercy of the SS, 
who did not hesitate to exploit their position of absolute power over life and 


death whenever they pleased.+ZZ 

Every day, Poller reported, the inmates were roused at four or five in the 
morning, according to the season, and had to wash, get dressed and make 
their beds, military-style, eat and get out onto the parade-ground for roll-call 
in double-quick time. Any infringement, such as a poorly made-up bed or a 
late arrival for roll-call, would call forth a rain of curses and blows from the 
Kapos or the guards, or placement on a punishment detail, where conditions 
of work were especially harsh. Roll-call provided another opportunity for 
beatings and assaults. On one occasion in 1937, Poller saw how two political 
prisoners were roughly hauled out of the ranks, taken out through the camp 
gates and shot, for reasons that nobody ever discovered. SS men had no 
problem in using the painstakingly detailed regulations to convict prisoners 
they did not like of infringements - including such vague offences as laziness 
at work - and ordering them to be whipped, a procedure that had to be 
officially recorded on a two-page yellow form. Prisoners were frequently 
forced to watch as the offender was tied hand and foot to a bench, face down, 


and beaten by an SS guard with a cane. Not one beating, Poller reported, ever 
followed the rules laid down on the form. Prisoners sentenced according to 
regulations to five, ten or twenty-five strokes were required to count them out 
aloud, and if they forgot, the beating would start all over again. The 
prescribed cane was frequently replaced by a dog-whip, a leather strap or 
even a steel rod. Often the beatings continued until the offender lost 
consciousness. Frequently the camp authorities tried to drown out the screams 
of the prisoners undergoing a beating by ordering the camp band, consisting 
of prisoners with proven musical abilities, to play a march or a song while it 


lasted.128 

For more serious infringements of the rules, prisoners could be put into 
‘arrest’, kept in a tiny, darkened, unheated cell for days or weeks on end, 
living only on bread and water. In winter, this could often be as good as a 
death sentence. More common was the punishment of being suspended from a 
pole for hours on end by the wrists, causing long-lasting muscular pain and 
damage, and sometimes, if it went on for long enough, loss of consciousness 
and death. Escape attempts aroused the particular rage of the SS guards, who 
realized that in view of their small numbers in comparison to those of the 
inmates, a determined mass escape attempt was more than likely to succeed. 
Those caught were savagely beaten, sometimes to death, in front of the others, 
or publicly hanged on the camp square as the commandant issued a warming 
to the whole camp that this was the fate of all who tried to get away. On one 
occasion at Sachsenhausen, a prisoner found trying to escape was dragged 
onto the camp parade-ground, severely beaten, nailed into a small wooden 
box and left there for a week in full view of all the inmates until he was 


dead.4Z2 Faced with such threats, the vast majority of camp inmates 
concentrated on simply staying alive. During the day, they worked in the 
camp in small workshops if they had some particular handicraft skill; most of 
them, however, were marched out of the camp on work-details to carry out 
labour-intensive tasks such as digging up stones for the camp roads, quarrying 
chalk or gravel, or clearing away rubble. Here too, guards beat those they 
thought were not working hard, or quickly, enough and shot without warning 
anyone who strayed too far from the main group. In the late afternoon the 
prisoners were marched back into the camp for yet another lengthy roll-call, 
standing to attention sometimes for hours on end, wet, dirty and exhausted. 
Sometimes in winter men would collapse in the cold, dead from hypothermia. 
As the lights were turned out in the barracks, the camp guards warned that 


anyone seen walking around outside would be shot. 80 
The arbitrary and sometimes sadistic brutality of the guards reflected not 


least the brutality and sadism of their own training as SS men. By the late 
1930s about 6,000 SS men were stationed in Dachau, and 3,000 in 
Buchenwald. The (much smaller) daily details of camp guards were drawn 
from these units, which consisted mostly of young men from the lower classes 
- farmers’ sons in Dachau, for example, with some young men from the lower 
middle and working classes in addition at Buchenwald. Mostly poorly 
educated and already used to physical hardships, they were schooled to be 
tough, showered with bellowed curses and verbal abuse by their officers 
during training, and given humiliating punishments if they failed to make the 
grade. One SS recruit later recalled that anyone who dropped a cartridge 
during weapons training was required to pick it up off the ground with his 
teeth. Such ideological indoctrination as they received mostly emphasized the 
need for hardness in the face of the enemies of the German race such as they 
were to encounter in the camps. On arrival at the camp, they lived in their 
barracks largely cut off from the outside world, with few amusements, few 
opportunities to meet girls or take part in local everyday life, condemned to 
the daily tedium of surveillance. Under such circumstances it was not 
surprising that they were rough towards the prisoners, showered them with 
obscene abuse, strengthened their own feelings of importance by condemning 
them to harsh punishments on the slightest pretext, relieved their boredom by 
subjecting them to every kind of brutal trick or avenged the physical 
humiliation and hardship of their own training by visiting the same upon 
them; it was, after all, the only kind of drill and discipline they knew 
themselves. Those who joined the SS after 1934 at the latest generally knew, 
of course, what they were letting themselves in for, so they already came with 
a high degree of ideological commitment; still, anyone who did not want to 
take part in the daily infliction of pain and terror in the camps had every 
opportunity to resign, and many in fact did so, especially in 1937 and 1938, as 
the camp regime became notably harsher. In 1937, for instance, nearly 8,000 
men were released from the SS, including 146 from the Death’s Head Squads, 
81 of these at their own request. Eicke ordered on 1 April 1937 that any 
member of these squads ‘who is incapable of obedience and looks for 
compromise must go’. One guard who took up his duties around Easter 1937 
asked his commandant for release from the service after seeing prisoners 
being beaten and hearing screams coming from the cells. He wanted to be a 
soldier, he said, not a prison warder. He was forced to do punishment drill and 
even interviewed by Eicke himself to try and make him change his mind, but 
he stood firm, and was granted his request on 30 July 1937. Those who 
remained were therefore, it can safely be assumed, committed to their job and 
without scruples or qualms about the sufferings to which the prisoners were 


subjected.481 

Many thousands of inmates were released from the camps, especially in 
1933-4. ‘I know’, a senior camp official told Walter Poller as he was given his 
release papers, ‘that you’ve seen things here that the public perhaps doesn’t 
wholly understand yet. You must keep absolute silence about them. You know 
that, don’t you? And if you don’t do that, then you’ll soon be back here, and 


you know what’!l happen to you then.’482 Communication between inmates 
and their relatives or friends was restricted, officers and guards were banned 
from talking about their work to outsiders. What happened in the camps was 
meant to be shrouded in mystery. Attempts by the regular police and 
prosecution authorities to investigate murders that took place there in the 


early years were generally rebuffed,283 By 1936 the concentration camps had 
become institutions beyond the law. On the other hand, however, the regime 
made no secret at all of the basic fact of their existence. The opening of 
Dachau in 1933 was widely reported in the press, and further stories told how 
Communist, Reichsbanner and ‘Marxist’ functionaries who endangered state 
security were being sent there; how the numbers of inmates grew rapidly into 
the hundreds; how they were being set to work; and how lurid atrocity stories 
of what went on inside were incorrect. The fact that people were publicly 
warned in the press not to try and peer into the camp, and would be shot if 
they tried to climb the walls, only served to increase the general fear and 


apprehension that these stories must have spread. 184 What happened in the 
camps was a nameless horror that was all the more potent because its reality 
could only be guessed at from the broken bodies and spirits of inmates when 
they were released. There could be few more frightening indications of what 
would happen to people who engaged in political opposition or expressed 
political dissent, or, by 1938-9, deviated from the norms of behaviour to 


which the citizen of the Third Reich was supposed to adhere.£82 


Ill 


Nazi terror was nowhere more apparent than in the emerging power and 
fearsome reputation of the Gestapo. The role of the police in hunting down 
and apprehending political and other types of offenders had become more 
central to the repressive apparatus of the regime once the first wave of mass 
violence by the brownshirts had ebbed away. The Gestapo in particular 
quickly attained an almost mythical status as an all-seeing, all-knowing arm 
of state security and law enforcement. People soon began to suspect that it 


had agents in every pub and club, spies in every workplace or factory, 


informers lurking in every bus and tram and standing on every street 


cornert8© The reality was very different. The Gestapo was a very small 


organization with a tiny number of paid agents and informers. In the 
shipbuilding city of Stettin, there were only 41 Gestapo officers in 1934, the 
same number as in Frankfurt am Main; in 1935 there were only 44 Gestapo 
officers in Bremen, and 42 in Hanover. The district office for the Lower 
Rhine, covering a population of 4 million people, had only 281 agents in its 
headquarters in Diisseldorf and its various sub-branches in the region, in 
March 1937. Far from being the fanatical Nazis of legend, these men were 
generally career policemen who had joined the force under the Weimar 
Republic or in some cases even earlier. Many of them thought of themselves 
in the first place as trained professionals. In Wiirzburg, for example, only the 
head of the Gestapo office and his successor had joined the Nazi Party before 
the end of January 1933; the others had kept their distance from political 
involvement. All told, of the 20,000 or so men who were serving Gestapo 
officers across the whole of Germany in 1939, only 3,000 were also members 
of the SS, despite the fact that their organization had been run by the head of 


the SS, Heinrich Himmler, from early on in the Third Reich.282Z 

The professional policemen who staffed the Gestapo included its head, 
Heinrich Miiller, of whom a local Nazi Party official wrote in 1937 that ‘we 
can hardly imagine him as a member of the Party’. An internal Party 
memorandum from the same year, indeed, could not understand how ‘so 
odious an opponent of the movement’ could become head of the Gestapo, 
especially since he had once referred to Hitler as ‘an immigrant unemployed 
house-painter’ and ‘an Austrian draft-dodger’. Other Nazi Party officials 
noted, however, that Muller was ‘incredibly ambitious’ and would be ‘bent on 
recognition from his superiors under any system’. The key to his durability 
under the Nazi regime was his fanatical anti-Communism, imbibed when he 
had been assigned his first case as a policeman at the age of nineteen - the 
murder of the hostages by the ‘Red Army’ in revolutionary Munich after the 
end of the First World War. He had run the anti-Communist department of the 
Munich political police during the Weimar Republic and put the crushing of 
Communism above everything else, including what the Nazi regime liked to 
refer to as ‘legal niceties’. Moreover, Muller, who had volunteered for war 
service at the age of seventeen and subsequently been decorated several times 
for bravery, was a stickler for duty and discipline, and approached the tasks he 
was Set as if they were military commands. A true workaholic who never took 
a holiday and was hardly ever ill, Muller was determined to serve the German 


State, irrespective of what political form it took, and believed that it was 
everyone’s duty, not least his own, to obey its dictates without question. 
Impressed with his exemplary efficiency and dedication, Heydrich kept him 


on and indeed enrolled him in the Security Service with his entire team 188 


Most of the leading Gestapo officials were office workers rather than field 
operatives. They spent much of their time in compiling and updating 
elaborate card indices, processing floods of incoming instructions and 
regulations, filing masses of papers and documents and disputing competence 
with other agencies and institutions. Building on the already very detailed 
indices of Communists and their sympathizers drawn up by the political 
police under the Weimar Republic, the Gestapo aimed to keep a 
comprehensive register of ‘enemies of the state’, broken down into a host of 
different categories who were to be subject to different kinds of treatment. 
Tabs on the index cards showed the category to which each individual 
belonged - dark red for a Communist, light red for a Social Democrat, violet 
for a ‘grumbler’ and so on. Bureaucratized policing had a long tradition in 
Germany. It was largely information-gathering and processing systems such 
as these, and the clerks needed to maintain them, that accounted for the 
increase in the Berlin Gestapo headquarters budget from one million 


Reichsmarks in 1933 to no less than forty million in 1937.189 

Fewer than 10 per cent of the cases with which the Gestapo dealt came from 
investigations it had begun itself. Some derived from paid informers and 
spies, most of them casually employed amateurs. Other agencies in which 
people’s identity could be checked, such as population registration offices and 
the local criminal police, the railways and the Post Office, contributed their 
part as well. Sometimes, the Gestapo asked known Nazi Party activists to help 
them track down oppositional elements. No particular disadvantage seems to 
have resulted to most of these people if they refused. The League of German 
Girls activist Melita Maschmann was contacted by the Gestapo and asked to 
spy on the family of a former friend whose brothers were active in a 
Communist youth resistance group. When she refused, she wrote later, ‘I was 
harassed daily and finally my National Socialist convictions were called into 
question.’ Beyond this, however, nothing happened to her. In any case, she 
eventually came round. A senior member of the League of German Girls 
convinced her that the resistance group was ‘endangering the future of 
Germany’. So she complied, only to find that she was unable to convince her 
friend’s family of her bona fides, so the house was empty when she arrived 
there on the day on which the resistance group was scheduled to meet. “The 
Gestapo official’, she remembered, ‘was waiting for me outside the house and 


dismissed me with a curse.’ It was only because she was valued as a 
propagandist, she thought, that she was kept on in the League of German 


Girls after this 122 

Most frequently, information on labour movement resistance activities came 
from Communists or Social Democrats whose will had been broken by torture 
and who had agreed in consequence to inform on their former comrades. 
Gestapo agents may have spent most of their time in the office, but their 
duties there included brutal interrogations, with the dirty work being done by 
SS thugs employed for the purpose. A graphic portrayal of Gestapo 
questioning was provided by the Communist sailor Richard Krebs, who 
remained in Germany after the Reichstag fire as a secret courier for the 
Comintern. Krebs was arrested in Hamburg in 1933 and subjected to weeks of 
merciless beatings and whippings, completely cut off from the outside world, 
allowed neither a lawyer nor any kind of communication with his family or 
his friends. In between interrogations, he was kept chained to a cot in a tiny 
cell, not allowed to wash, his thumb, broken in one of the sessions with the 
Gestapo, untreated save for having a bandage wrapped around it. A Gestapo 
officer fired detailed questions at him, clearly based on information received, 
and on a bulky police file on him that had been compiled from the early 1920s 
onwards. Kept in the local prison at Fiihlsbiittel for most of the time, Krebs 
continued to be driven at intervals to Hamburg’s Gestapo headquarters to be 
questioned by police officers who looked on while SS men beat him up. After 
several weeks of this, Krebs’s back was a bloody mess, his kidneys were 
seriously damaged through carefully targeted beating, and he had lost the 
hearing in one ear. Despite such treatment, he refused to reveal any details of 


the organization for which he worked.121 

Transported to the central office of the Gestapo in Berlin, Krebs was 
impressed by the more refined and less brutal methods employed there. These 
depended more on tiring prisoners out by prolonged standing or kneeling in 
awkward positions than on direct brutality and physical abuse. But the 
atmosphere was the same as in Hamburg: 


Grimy corridors, offices furnished with Spartan simplicity, threats, kicks, 
troopers chasing chained men up and down the reaches of the building, 
shouting, rows of girls and women standing with their noses and toes against 
the walls, overflowing ash-trays, portraits of Hitler and his aides, the smell of 
coffee, smartly dressed girls working at high speed behind typewriters - girls 
seemingly indifferent to all the squalor and agony about them, stacks of 
confiscated publications, printing machines, books, and pictures, and Gestapo 


agents asleep on tables. 192 


Before long, the Gestapo’s tactics with the recalcitrant Communist sailor 
reverted to their old brutality again. Krebs later claimed that he was again 
subjected to hours of continuous beating with rubber truncheons, and 
confronted by a series of former comrades whose will had been broken by the 
same means. A more serious impact was made on his morale, however, when 
the Gestapo revealed to him that they had arrested his wife when she returned 
to Germany from exile to look for their son, who had been taken from them 
and had disappeared into the welfare network. Desperate to stop the Gestapo 
from doing anything worse to his wife, he approached his fellow Communists 
in the prison and suggested he offer to work for the Gestapo, while in fact 
functioning for the Communist Party as a double-agent. Successfully 
concealing from them the fact that his wife had left the party shortly after his 
own arrest, he presented his stratagem as a means of rescuing a dedicated 
comrade from the clutches of the regime. They agreed, and the ruse worked. 
In March 1934 he gave in to the Gestapo, who, initially at least, accepted his 


feigned conversion as genuine.223 Now the tables were turned. Krebs was 


quickly released under an amnesty and resumed contact with the Comintern. 
Much of the information he gave the Gestapo seems to have been either false, 
or - as far as he was aware - already known to them from other sources. Their 
suspicions aroused, the Gestapo refused to allow his wife’s release, and she 
died in custody in November 1938. Convincing the Gestapo that he would be 
more use in the international arena, Krebs obtained permission to leave for the 


USA. He did not return.424 His history illustrated the close co-operation that 
quickly grew up between the Gestapo, the SS, the courts and the camps. It 
also showed the unremitting zeal with which the Nazi regime pumped 
Communist agents for information about the resistance, and the ruthlessness 
with which they pursued the goal of turning them to work for the Third Reich 


instead of the Communist International.22 


IV 


Information supplied by Communists and Social Democrats under torture in 
the prison cells of the Gestapo was mainly important in tracking down 
organized political opposition. Where casual remarks, political jokes and 
individual offences against various Nazi laws were concerned, denunciations 
sent in by Nazi Party agents of one kind and another, and also by members of 


the general public, were more important. In Saarbriicken, for instance, no 
fewer than 87.5 per cent of cases of ‘malicious slander against the regime’ 
handled by the district Gestapo office originated in reports sent in by 
innkeepers or people sitting in their bars, by work colleagues of the accused, 
by people who had overheard suspicious remarks in the street, or by members 


of the accused person’s family.29© So many denunciations were sent in to the 


Gestapo that even fanatical leading Nazis such as Reinhard Heydrich 
complained about them and the district Gestapo office in Saarbriicken itself 
registered its alarm at the ‘constant expansion of an appalling system of 
denunciation’. What dismayed them was in particular the fact that many 
denunciations appeared to be made from personal rather than ideological 
motives. Leading figures in the Party might have encouraged people to 
expose disloyalty, grumbling and dissent, but they wanted this practice to be a 
sign of loyalty to the regime, not a means of offloading personal resentments 
and gratifying personal desires. Thirty-seven per cent of 213 cases 
subsequently studied by one historian arose out of private conflicts, while 
another 39 per cent had no discernible motive at all; only 24 per cent were 
clearly made by people acting primarily out of political loyalty to the regime. 
Neighbours denounced noisy or unruly people living in the same building, 
office workers denounced people who were blocking their promotion, small 
businessmen denounced inconvenient competitors, friends or colleagues who 
quarrelled sometimes took the final step of sending in a denunciation to the 
Gestapo. School or university students even on occasion denounced their 
teachers. Whatever the motive, the Gestapo investigated them all. If the 
denunciation was without foundation, they usually simply relegated it to the 
files and took no further action. But in many cases, denunciation could lead to 


the arrest of the person denounced, torture, imprisonment and even death 197 

In prosecuting ‘malicious gossip’, the police, the Gestapo and the courts 
tended to be fairly lenient where middle-class offenders were concerned, and 
much tougher if the offender was a worker, though the largest group of 
offenders came from the lower middle class, reflecting not least the fact that 
denunciation seems to have been most common in this social group. Basing 
themselves on this law, the Special Courts cracked down hard on the kind of 
casual dissent that would go unremarked in a normal democratic political 
system, sentencing over 3,700 people in 1933, and sending the majority of 
them to prison for an average of six months each. Two-thirds of the 
defendants tried under this law in the Frankfurt Special Court had been 
denounced in pubs and bars by fellow drinkers for their remarks. Most 
offenders were working-class men, who, probably because the courts 


suspected them of being closet Communists or Social Democrats, received 
much harsher treatments than Nazi Party members or members of the middle 


and upper classes.498 A study of several thousand malicious gossip cases 


brought before the Munich Special Court has shown, however, that the 
proportion of cases where the accused acted from party-political motives fell 
from 50 per cent in 1933 to an average of only 12 per cent in 1936-9. From 
breaking the will of Communists and Social Democrats to resist in 1933-4, 
the Court had moved to the new function of preventing any kind of open 
criticism of the regime, and indeed there was a mild increase in the proportion 
of ex-Nazis and conservatives and a substantial increase in the proportion of 


Catholics amongst the accused in the late 1930s.499 


Among the statements that landed offenders in gaol under the Malicious 
Gossip Law were allegations that the Nazis were suppressing the people’s 
freedom, that civil servants were overpaid, that Julius Streicher’s 
sensationalistic antisemitic paper The Stormer brought shame on culture, that 
prisoners were being beaten up in Dachau, that Hitler was an Austrian 
deserter, that the brownshirts were all ex-Communists (this was a favourite 
accusation of conservative Catholics), and that Hermann Goring and other 
leading figures in the Third Reich were corrupt. The offenders were hardly 
radical, principled or sophisticated critics of the regime, then, and their 
offending statements were often little more than inarticulate and uninformed 


expressions of discontent, put into a personal form.222 Some officials felt 
uneasy at the fact that, as a regional administrator put it in 1937, ‘the 
sentencing of chatterboxes makes up a very large proportion of the activities 
of the Special Courts’. Most of those arrested and tried under the Malicious 
Gossip Law, he thought, were just grumblers who did not oppose the regime 
in any serious way at all. ‘Necessary though it is to crack down hard on 
treasonable verbal propaganda,’ he went on, ‘there is also a considerable 
danger that the excessively harsh punishment of basically harmless chatter 
will lead to bitterness and incomprehension among the friends and relatives of 
those who are condemned for it by the courts.’ But this was to miss the point. 
Jokes and rude remarks about the Nazi leaders never amounted to opposition 
or resistance on principle; it was in most cases little more than blowing off 
steam. But the regime was not just concerned to suppress active opposition; it 
sought to eliminate even the tiniest signs of discontent, and to suppress 
anything that might suggest that the population was not massively and 
wholeheartedly behind everything it did. From this point of view, malicious 
gossip and political jokes could be just as objectionable as outright criticism 


and resistance,201 


Offenders often landed before the courts as the result of mere chance. An 
actor, for example, sat down at a table in a restaurant near the railway station 
in Munich one spring day in 1938; the table was already occupied by a 
married couple, whom he had not met before, and they fell into conversation. 
As he began to criticize the regime’s foreign policy, he noticed from their 
reaction that he had gone too far; he hurriedly rose from the table to catch his 
train, or so he claimed. The couple followed him, but could not find him, so 
they gave his description to the police, who tracked him down and arrested 
him two days later. Others landed before the court as a result of personal 
quarrels that got out of hand, as when a drunken postal worker began 
insulting Hitler in the presence of two minor Party functionaries whom he 
knew. When they tried to shut him up, he made matters worse by insulting 
one of the two men in his capacity as a Party official, so that the latter felt he 
could only restore his authority amongst the pub regulars by denouncing the 
postal worker to the police. Whatever the way in which a denunciation 
occurred, it was obviously dangerous to speak freely in public; people could 
never be sure who was listening. It was the unpredictability of denunciation, 
rather than its frequency, that mattered. It caused people to believe that agents 
of the Gestapo, paid or unpaid, were everywhere, and that the police knew 


everything that was going on. 202 


Denunciations from ordinary people were important. By far the largest 
proportion of them came in from men; the places in which denouncers 
overheard suspicious statements, like pubs and bars, were frequently socially 
barred to women, and even when it was a woman who overheard a statement, 
perhaps in the stairway of a block of flats or in some similar domestic 
environment, she often left it to her husband or father to bring the matter to 
the attention of the police. The proportion varied from place to place, but on 
average about four out of five denouncers were male. The same domination of 
men obtained among the denounced. Politics in the Third Reich, even at this 


very basic level, was predominantly a man’s business.222 Denunciations, 
however, were only one of many different means of repression and control 
available to the Gestapo, and, of course, the proportion of ordinary people 
who actually sent in denunciations was extremely small when set against the 
population as a whole. A study of the Diisseldorf Gestapo office has shown 
that out of 825 Gestapo investigations in the historian’s random sample from 
the period 1933 to 1944, 26 per cent began with information sent in from 
members of the general population, 17 per cent from the criminal police and 
other agencies of law enforcement and control such as the SS, 15 per cent 
from the Gestapo’s own officers or informers, 13 per cent from persons under 


interrogation in the Gestapo’s cells, 7 per cent from local authorities and other 
agencies of the state, and 6 per cent from Nazi Party organizations of one kind 


and another.224 Some of these too may have been initiated in the first place 


by members of the population, for example sending in a denunciation to a 
Party agency or local government office. But Party agencies were 
undoubtedly very important in the whole process of bringing dissent before 
the Special Courts. In the Bavarian town of Augsburg, it was noted that areas 
with a strong tradition of labour movement solidarity and the presence of 
organized opposition to the regime produced fewer denunciations than 
districts with a high degree of support for the Nazis. Forty-two per cent of 
denouncers belonged to the Nazi Party or one of its organizations, and 30 per 


cent of these had joined before 1933.20 

The role of active Nazis in denouncing critical or nonconformist statements 
was particularly prominent in 1933, 1934 and 1935. Not surprisingly, 54 per 
cent of those denounced in Augsburg were former Communists or Social 
Democrats, though as many as 22 per cent were actually Nazis, showing that 
the regime was not immune from criticism from within its own ranks at this 
time. As in other parts of Germany, many statements picked up by denouncers 
were made in the town’s pubs and bars, reflecting the long tradition of 
political discourse that existed in these social institutions. Most strikingly, 
however, while three-quarters of all critical remarks prosecuted by the courts 
were overheard in Augsburg’s pubs and bars in 1933, the proportion sank to 
two-thirds in 1934 and little more than a half in 1935. A few years later it was 
only one in ten. Clearly, fear of being overheard rapidly inhibited free 
conversation in pubs, destroying yet another aspect of social life that had 


hitherto existed free from Nazi control.29® Knowledge of the ever-present 
danger of denunciation for an incautious word or expression spoken in a 
public place was important in spreading general fear and anxiety among the 
population. ‘Everyone cringes with fear,’ wrote the Jewish professor Victor 
Klemperer in his diary on 19 August 1933: ‘No letter, no telephone 
conversation, no word on the street is safe any more. Everyone fears the next 


person may be an informer,’22Z What counted was not whether or not there 
really were informers everywhere, but the fact that people thought there were. 
The disillusioned writer and journalist Friedrich Reck-Malleczewen recorded 
his friends’ and his own hatred of Hitler in the privacy of his diary and 
wondered on 9 September 1937 if anyone outside Germany had ‘any idea of 
how completely without legal status we are, of what it is to be threatened with 
denunciation at any time by the next hysteric who comes along’. How, he 
asked rhetorically, could foreigners comprehend the ‘deathlike loneliness’ of 


those who did not support the Nazis?208 

People could, of course, try to relieve their fear by joking about the 
situation, preferably in private. ‘In future’, so one joke went, ‘teeth in 
Germany will be extracted through the nose, since nobody is allowed to open 
their mouth any more.’ Some began to speak of ‘the German glance’, a 
counterpart to ‘the German greeting’ when two friends happened on one 
another in public: it meant looking round to make sure nobody was within 
earshot. On ending a possibly subversive conversation, one might say to one’s 


companion instead of ‘Hail, Hitler!’, “You’ve said some things as well!’209 
Humour could be anecdotal too, of course: 


In Switzerland a Nazi bigwig asks the purpose of a public building. “That’s 
our Ministry of Marine,’ says the Swiss man. The Nazi laughs and mocks 
him. ‘You with your two or three ships, what do you need a Ministry of 
Marine for?’ The Swiss man: ‘Yes, - so what do you still need a Ministry of 


Justice in Germany for then?’210 


Political jokes themselves might have been irresistible as a release from 
tension, but everyone knew they could also be dangerous. ‘In the winter-time, 
two men are standing in the tram making strange movements with their hands 
under their coats,’ began another one. ‘ “Look at those two”, says one 
passenger to his fellow, “what are they up to?” “Ah, I know those two, they’re 


deaf-mutes, they’re telling political jokes to each other!” 211 of course, in 
practice people often told each other political jokes in the open, in pubs, on 
trams, or when meeting on the street, as the files of the Gestapo agents who 
arrested them reveal. The authorities themselves realized that humour was 
usually a way people found to live with the regime; it seldom indicated real 
opposition to it. As one local police official noted in March 1937: 


For some time the devising and telling of political jokes has grown to become 
a real nuisance. So long as these jokes are the expression of a sound spirit and 
are harmless in character, there will be, as has been repeatedly underlined at 
the top level of government, nothing to object to in them. But if they are 
slanderous in content, then for security reasons we can and must not tolerate 


their being spread around.212 


The journalist Jochen Klepper agreed with this assessment: ‘For all their 
political jokes and private disappointments, the people are still living in the 


illusion of the “Third Reich”,’ he concluded resignedly in the summer of 


1934.28 Those arrested for disrespectful humour were often released without 
charge if they had no previous convictions. Only where they had an 
oppositional record were matters taken further, often ending in a short spell in 
prison. What mattered in the end was the identity of the joker rather than the 
nature of the joke, and it is not surprising that the vast majority of those 
imprisoned under the relevant law (for ‘malicious gossip’) were working- 


class former Communists or Social Democrats.2/4 Yet it was the arbitrariness 


of the police and the defencelessness of those whom they arrested that struck 
people most. As another joke had it: ‘At the Belgian border crossing, huge 
numbers of rabbits appear one day and declare that they are political refugees. 
“The Gestapo wants to arrest all giraffes as enemies of the state.” - “But 
you’re not giraffes!” - “We know that, but try explaining that to the Gestapo!” 
3215 


Fear of being denounced, overheard or arrested extended even to private 
conversations, letters and telephone calls. As early as March and April 1933, 
Victor Klemperer was complaining in his diary: ‘Nobody dares to say 


anything any more, everyone’s afraid.’21© The Reichstag Fire Decree of 28 
February 1933 allowed the Gestapo to open people’s letters and tap their 
telephones, so, reported Klemperer: ‘People don’t dare write letters, people 
don’t dare to phone each other, they visit each other and calculate their 


chances.’2Z In Berlin, the journalist Charlotte Beradt heard a Social 
Democratic friend confide to her early in February 1933 a dream he had had, 
in which Goebbels had visited his workplace, but the dreamer had found it 
almost impossible to raise his arm in the Nazi salute, and when he finally 
managed it after half an hour, Goebbels said coldly: ‘I don’t want your salute.’ 
Alienation from himself, loss of identity, isolation, fear, doubt, all the feelings 
expressed here were so striking that Beradt decided to make a collection of 
people’s dreams. By the time she finally left for England in 1939, her 
unobtrusive inquiries among friends and acquaintances, particularly doctors, 
who were unlikely to arouse their patients’ suspicions by asking about their 
dreams, had amassed a collection large enough to fill a book even after all the 


dreams with no discernible political significance had been weeded out.218 
Many of the dreams Beradt collected bore witness to people’s fear of 
surveillance. One doctor dreamed in 1934 that the walls of his consulting- 
room and of all the houses and flats in the neighbourhood suddenly vanished, 
while a loudspeaker blared forth the announcement that it was ‘according to 
the Decree for the Abolition of Walls, passed on the 17th of this month’. A 


woman dreamed that when she was at the opera, watching a performance of 
Mozart’s The Magic Flute, a troop of policemen marched into her box 
immediately after the line “That’s surely the Devil’ had been sung, because 
they had noted that she had thought of Hitler in connection with the word 
Devil. As she looked around for help, the old gentleman in the next box spat 
on her. A girl reported that in a dream she had seen the two pictures of angels 
that hung over her bed move their eyes downwards from their accustomed 
heavenward gaze so that they could keep her under observation. A number of 
people dreamed of being imprisoned behind barbed wire, or having their 
telephone conversations interrupted, like one man who, after telling his 
brother over the telephone ‘I can’t enjoy anything any more’, dreamed the 
same night that his phone had rung and an expressionless voice had 
announced itself as ‘Office for the Surveillance of Telephone Conversations’: 
the dreamer immediately realized that being depressed in the Third Reich was 
a crime, and had asked for forgiveness, but met with nothing but silence. A 
few dreamed of carrying out small acts of resistance that always turned out to 
be futile, like the woman who dreamed that she removed the swastika from 


the Nazi flag every night, but it reappeared every morning all the same.242 In 
recounting and analysing all these dreams, Charlotte Beradt recalled a claim 
by the Labour Front leader Robert Ley: “The only person in Germany who 
still has a private life is a person who’s sleeping.’ The dreams she collected 


showed, she concluded gloomily, that even this was not true.220 


V 


The Gestapo, the Nazi Party and the stormtroopers turned their attention not 
just to opponents, dissenters and malcontents, but also to those who failed to 
show sufficient enthusiasm for the Third Reich and its policies. Every group 
of houses had a ‘Block Warden’, the popular name for a variety of officials on 
the lowest rung of the Nazi hierarchy, whose task it was to ensure that 
everybody hung out bunting and Nazi flags on special occasions and went 
along to Nazi rallies and parades. Every local branch of the Nazi Party had an 
average of eight cells, each organized into roughly fifty blocks containing 
around fifty households each. The Political Leaders of the Nazi Party, as these 
low-ranking local officials were generally known, looked after one block each 
and in turn appointed helpers to cover each block of flats or small group of 
houses. Already by 1935 there were perhaps 200,000 of these Political 
Leaders; including their helpers there were almost two million ‘Block 
Wardens’ by the beginning of the war. Over two-thirds of the Political 


Leaders were of middle-class origin according to the 1935 Party statistics, and 
they were particularly hated in working-class districts with a strong 
Communist or Social Democratic past. They were often the first port of call 
for denouncers, and they exercised close surveillance over known dissenters, 
Jews and those who maintained contact with them, and ‘politically unreliable’ 
people, usually former opponents of the Nazis. Known derisively as ‘golden 
pheasants’ from their brown-gold uniforms with red collar epaulettes, they 
were required to report ‘rumour-mongers’ and anyone who failed to conform 
to the district Party organization, which would pass on their names and their 
misdemeanours to the Gestapo. Those who fell foul of the Block Wardens 
could also be denied state benefits and welfare payments. Other branches of 
the huge Nazi Party apparatus had similar local officials, ranging from the 
welfare service to the Labour Front and the women’s organization, and all of 


them carried out similar functions of surveillance and control. 224 In factories 
and workplaces, officials of the Labour Front, the employers, the foremen and 
the Nazi Security Service took over the functions of the Block Warden. Those 
workers who did not toe the line were singled out for discriminatory 
treatment, denial of promotion, transfer to less congenial duties, or even 


dismissal.222 “You couldn’t say anything,’ recalled one worker in the Krupp 
engineering factory later: ‘the foreman was always standing behind you, 


nobody could risk it.’223 The Nazi terror machine reached down even to the 
smallest units of everyday life and daily work. 

Intimidation was particularly evident during the national plebiscites and 
elections that Hitler held from time to time to provide the appearance of 
legitimacy to his actions, especially in foreign policy. The tightening of the 
regime’s grip can be read from the growing proportion of votes it secured at 
these propaganda events, which were legitimized by a law of 14 July 1933, 
passed at the same time as the law turning Germany into a one-party state. 
The new law allowed the government ‘to consult the people’ on particular 
policies on its own initiative, a stark difference from the situation under the 
Weimar Republic, when the power to initiate plebiscites lay with the people. 
Under the Third Reich, plebiscites and elections became propaganda 
exercises in which the regime mobilized the electorate, by all the means at its 
disposal, to provide the appearance of popular legitimacy for controversial 


measures.224 The first opportunity for using these methods came with the 


Reichstag election of 12 November 1933. The decree dissolving the Reichstag 
also permanently abolished the regional state parliaments, whose collective 
assembly, the Reichsrat, the upper house of the national legislature, was 
abolished early in 1934. In the Reichstag election, voters were presented with 


a single party list against which they could record a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’. To placate 
middle-class electors, the list included a number of non-Nazi conservatives 
such as Papen and Hugenberg, and even a few former representatives of the 
Centre Party and the People’s Party. A massive propaganda campaign, 
including a radio broadcast by Hindenburg, was backed up by confidential 
instructions from the Reich Interior Ministry allowing returning officers wide 
latitude to interpret spoiled ballot papers as ‘yes’ votes. Some critical spirits 
suspected that this was what would happen anyway. Victor Klemperer for 
example noted in his diary on 23 October that ‘no one will dare not to vote, 
and no one will respond with a No in the vote of confidence. Because 1) 
Nobody believes in the secrecy of the ballot and 2) a No will be taken as a 


Yes anyway.’222 Few people dared to complain openly of manipulation, but 
those who did revealed malpractices such as the violation of ballot secrecy 
through the numbering of ballot papers, the filling-in of blank papers by 
returning officers, the removal of opponents of the regime from the electoral 
register and much more besides. Those who demonstratively refused to vote 
were arrested; and the presence of Nazis and brownshirts in the polling 
Stations put pressure on people to show their loyalty to the regime by voting 
openly instead of in the secrecy of the polling booths. With the help of such 
methods, the regime obtained a ‘yes’ vote of 88 per cent, although almost 
three and a half million spoiled ballots were cast. Nearly 5 per cent of the 


voters put a cross against the ‘no’ in the accompanying plebiscite.229 


The methods used to obtain such results were made clear in the plebiscite 
held on 19 August 1934 to set the seal of popular approval on Hitler’s self- 
appointment as Head of State after Hindenburg’s death. Clandestine reports 
from Social Democratic agents to their party headquarters in exile noted that 
the polling stations were surrounded by brownshirts, creating a ‘terror- 
atmosphere, which did not fail to have an effect even where terror was not 
directly employed’. In many places, the polling booths had been removed, or 
access to them was barred by brownshirts, or they were labelled ‘Only traitors 
enter here’. Clubs and societies were marched en masse by groups of 
stormtroopers to the polling stations and forced to cast their votes in public. In 
some polling stations all the ballot papers were already marked ‘yes’, while in 
others spoiled papers were counted as ‘yes’ votes. So many ‘no’ votes were 
replaced with one or more forged ‘yes’ votes that the number of votes cast 
actually exceeded the number of electors in some constituencies. The degree 
of terror varied from area to area, so that in the Palatinate, where the Social 
Democratic agents reported record levels of intimidation and falsification, the 
‘yes’ votes were well above average, at 94.8 per cent of the electorate, while 


in a few less heavily policed Rhenish constituencies, by contrast, up to half 
the votes were recorded as ‘no’ votes or spoiled ballots. In Hamburg only 73 
per cent of the electorate voted yes, in Berlin only 74 per cent, and in some 
former Communist strongholds like Wilmersdorf and Charlottenburg the vote 
was below 70 per cent. Remarkably, under such circumstances, the regime 
only managed to secure the votes of 85 per cent of the electors. Five million 
electors refused to endorse the law, either by voting ‘no’ or by spoiling their 


ballot papers.222 Despite the massive pressure to vote ‘yes’, many Germans 


still thought the vote had been free: Luise Solmitz called it on polling day ‘a 


plebiscite of which one cannot predict the result, at least I could not’.228 


Victor Klemperer was less sanguine. ‘One-third said yes out of fear,’ he 
wrote, ‘one-third out of intoxication, one-third out of fear and intoxication. 
»229 


Four years later, the regime had perfected its techniques of electoral terror 
and manipulation to the extent that it achieved a ‘yes’ vote of more than 99 
per cent in the April 1938 plebiscite on the union with Austria, which was 
coupled with a personal vote of confidence in Hitler and his actions to date. 
The conflation of these two issues alone muddied the waters by making it 
clear that anyone who voted against the union was also voting against Hitler 
and could thus fall under the provisions of the treason laws. Gangs of 
brownshirts toured every street at regular intervals, forcing people out of their 
homes and carting them off to the polling stations. The sick and bedridden 
were made to cast their votes at mobile polling stations that visited them at 
home. People who refused to vote, or threatened to vote ‘no’, were beaten up, 
forced to parade through the streets with a placard round their neck with 
words such as ‘I am a traitor to the people’, dragged round pubs to be shouted 
at and spat upon, or consigned unceremoniously to lunatic asylums. In many 
places, known opponents of the regime were arrested in advance and kept in 
custody until polling day had passed. In others, they were given specially 
marked ballot papers, with a number typed on them by a typewriter without a 
ribbon and the same number placed by the name on the list of electors. On 7 
May 1938, the Koblenz branch of the SS Security Service reported that in this 
way it had been able ‘to discover the persons who had voted “no” or spoiled 
their papers. Skimmed milk’, it reported in pedantic and humourless detail, 
‘was used to bring out the numbers.’ In many towns, the overwhelming 
majority of electors were forced to cast their votes in public, at long tables 
manned by groups of brownshirts; in some, they were simply handed ballot 
papers already marked ‘yes’ by the officiating brownshirts. Even where the 
appearance of a secret ballot was maintained, rumours were deliberately 


circulated in advance that the ballot papers would be marked so that all voters 
if necessary could be identified during the count, and in some places indeed 
they were. Where, despite all these precautions, a substantial number of 
spoiled ballot papers or ‘no’ votes appeared at the count, they were simply 
discounted. And when a voter took the unusual step of publicly announcing 
his abstention, as the Catholic bishop Joannes Sproll did in protest against the 
inclusion of Alfred Rosenberg and Robert Ley on the Nazi Party list, the 
reaction was severe; Bishop Sproll’s action called forth raucous 
demonstrations by brownshirts outside his church, and led to his expulsion 
from his diocese, though the regime regarded him as too prominent to be 


arrested,.220 Despite such incidents, many Germans who supported the Nazis 
in such plebiscites glowed with pride at the results. ‘99 per cent for the 
Leader,’ noted Luise Solmitz triumphantly, ‘that must make an overwhelming 


impression on foreign countries,’234 
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How far, then, did terror and intimidation penetrate into German society 
under the Nazis? Blatant intimidation and manipulation at election time may 
have rendered the results completely unreliable as an indicator of popular 
attitudes, but they undoubtedly concealed a good deal of support for the 
regime as well as stifling criticism and opposition, and on some issues at least 
- the remilitarization of the Rhineland and the annexation of Austria, for 


instance - it is more than likely that a majority would have voted ‘yes’ even 
had the election been completely free. Moreover, for most Germans, Nazi 
terror, as we have seen, rapidly evolved from a reality, as it was in the near- 
universal violence of the first half of 1933, into a threat that was seldom 
translated into action. In 1933 a huge apparatus of surveillance and control 
was rapidly brought into being to track down, arrest and punish anyone who 
opposed the Nazi regime, including a good third of the electorate who had 
voted for the parties of the left in the last free German elections. By the end of 
1935 organized opposition had been completely crushed. The ‘Night of the 
Long Knives’ was also a lesson to dissenters within the Nazi movement, 
above all of course to the millions of men who belonged to the turbulent 
brownshirt paramilitary movement. Politicians in many other parties, from the 
Democrats to the Nationalists, had been arrested, threatened, even murdered 
as a warning to others to fall into line. But from 1936 onwards, overt terror 
was directed increasingly against relatively small minorities such as persistent 
or committed Communists and Social Democrats, the asocial and work-shy, 
petty criminals and, as we shall see later in this book, Jews and homosexuals. 
For the vast majority of Germans, including millions of former Communists 
and Social Democrats, provided they kept their noses clean, the threat of 
arrest, imprisonment and concentration camp _ receded into the 


background.222 

Recently, indeed, some historians have built upon these facts to argue that 
the Nazis did not rule by terror at all. Violence and intimidation rarely 
touched the lives of most ordinary Germans. After 1933 at least, terror was 
highly selective, concentrating on small and marginal groups whose 
persecution not only met with the approval of the vast majority of Germans, 
but was actually carried out with the co-operation and often voluntary 
participation at the local level of the broad mass of ordinary German citizens. 
German society under the Nazis was, in this view, a society engaged in ‘self- 


surveillance’.222 This went beyond denunciations for personal motives to 


include a good degree of ideological input, as was clear, for example, in the 
case of Augsburg. Statistics of denunciations that include, for example, 
reports to the Gestapo by customers in inns and bars or ‘colleagues at work’ 
make no mention of how many of these were in fact loyal Nazi Party 
members or officials of organizations like the Labour Front; a good many of 
them are likely to have been, given the huge numbers of people who had 
joined the Nazi Party by the mid-1930s or belonged to ancillary organizations 
like the stormtroopers, the Hitler Youth and so on. If we look at the 
composition of the inmate population of concentration camps at any time in 


the Third Reich, we do indeed find overwhelmingly members of minorities 
who were generally regarded with suspicion by a large part of the German 
population. 

Yet to speak of a self-policing society understates the element of top-down 


terror and intimidation in the functioning of the Third Reich.224 Those cases 
that landed up on the Gestapo’s desks constituted only a tiny proportion of 
criminally liable statements in any given year. The vast majority were never 
denounced by anybody. Denunciation was the exception, not the rule, as far as 
the behaviour of the vast majority of Germans was concerned. In Lippe, for 
instance, a district with 176,000 inhabitants, the total number of denunciations 
sent in to Party agencies from 1933 to 1945 was a mere 292; the maximum 
submitted in any single year was only 51, the minimum was three 


denunciations.222 In 1937, moreover, only 17,168 cases of contravention of 


the Law on Malicious Gossip were reported by the Gestapo in the whole of 
the German Reich. The actual number of contraventions is likely to have been 
many hundred times greater. Thus, from whatever motive, the overwhelming 
majority of witnesses to such contraventions declined to become denouncers. 
Particularly in working-class districts, the fear of ostracism or counter- 
denunciation, even of revenge attacks, must have been considerable. 
Moreover, it was not ordinary German people who engaged in surveillance, it 
was the Gestapo; nothing happened until the Gestapo received a denunciation, 
and it was the Gestapo’s active pursuit of deviance and dissent that was the 
only thing that gave denunciations meaning. After they had broken labour 
movement resistance, the Gestapo turned to suppressing a far broader range 
of less ideological forms of dissent, and the consequences for those whom it 
brought in for questioning and prosecution could be serious indeed, beginning 
with brutal violence and torture meted out by Gestapo officers themselves, or 
under their supervision, in the course of interrogation, and ending in the 


courts, the prisons and the camps.222 In this process, the Gestapo called on a 
network of local officials of the regime, from the Block Warden upwards, and 
the very existence of such a network, with the Gestapo at its centre, was in 
itself an incentive to denunciation. Nazi officials knew that failure to pursue 
dissent could easily land them in trouble themselves; they also knew that 
bringing it to the Gestapo’s attention could earn them approbation as true 
servants of the Third Reich. Ultimately, it was the Gestapo and the agencies it 
employed, exploited or worked alongside, who kept Germans under 


surveillance, not the Germans themselves.222 


In defence of the argument that the overwhelming majority of Germans 
approved of the repressive policy of the regime, it has been pointed out, 


correctly, that the Nazis, far from concealing the existence of repressive 
institutions and practices, regularly announced executions, prison sentences, 
court verdicts against dissent, ‘malicious gossip’ and so on, in the newspapers 
and other propaganda organs of the regime. Therefore, the argument 
continues, the vast majority of ordinary people who read the newspapers had 
no objection to these practices. But such publicity cut more than one way, and 
a major function of advertising the terror imposed by the regime on deviants 
and dissenters was to deter millions of ordinary Germans from going down 
the same road. The open threat of concentration camp for people who spread 
rumours about the R6hm purge only made explicit what was implicit in every 
report of this kind. In a similar way, the fact that top police and SS officials 
like Reinhard Heydrich and Werner Best saw the Gestapo as working on 
behalf of the German people and with its co-operation in a kind of ethnic and 
political purification, encompassing the whole of society, should not simply 
be taken at face value: Nazi ideology constantly reiterated the belief that the 
regime in all its aspects enjoyed the support of all the people, but in fact the 
openly proclaimed vastness of the Gestapo’s ambition was yet another 
instrument of terror in itself, fostering the belief amongst the broad mass of 
Germans that its agents were everywhere and knew everything that was going 
on.238 


Despised minorities were, to be sure, put in the concentration camps; but to 
focus exclusively on this ignores the much larger number of political and 
other deviants condemned by the courts and put in state prisons and 
penitentiaries. The further in time we get from Nazi Germany, the more 
difficult it becomes for historians living in democratic political systems and in 
cultures which respect the rights of the individual to make the leap of 
imagination necessary to understand people’s behaviour in a state such as 
Nazi Germany, where imprisonment, torture or even death might await 
anyone who dared to voice the slightest criticism of the regime and its 
leaders. Those who approved of such repression were in all likelihood a 
minority, active supporters and functionaries of the Party like the Block 
Wardens, and a good number of middle- and upper-class, conservative 
Germans who thought the best place for Marxists to be was in prison anyway. 
Even they, however, knew well enough that they had to be careful about what 
they said and did, and the dangers of not doing so became abundantly clear 
once opposition began to spread among these groups too. The shots that killed 
Kurt von Schleicher, Herbert von Bose, Edgar Jung, Gustav von Kahr, Erich 
Klausener and Kurt von Bredow at the beginning of July 1934 were also a 
warning to upper- and middle-class conservatives to keep their heads down if 


they did not want them to be blown off.239 

Ordinary conservative citizens like Luise Solmitz, who harboured no 
thoughts of political activism, may have turned aside from the bleak fact of 
the regime’s willingness to murder its opponents, revealed so starkly in late 
June and early July 1934, in their relief that the order they craved had been 
restored; to such people, R6hm’s stormtroopers seemed as great a menace as 
the Reichsbanner or the Red Front-Fighters’ League of the Weimar years. Yet 
behind closed doors they cannot have been oblivious to the fate of the 
conservative clique around Vice-Chancellor von Papen. It was not only the 
third or so of the population who had been committed to the Marxist left 
before 1933 that was subject to massive intimidation. Indeed, scarcely had the 
murderous violence of the ‘Night of the Long Knives’ receded, than an even 
larger minority than the Marxists, that of the German Catholics, began to be 
prosecuted and imprisoned as they gave vent to their increasingly critical 
views of the regime in public. More general still were measures such as the 
Law on Malicious Gossip, which clamped down on the most trivial 
expressions of dissent and put people who told jokes about Hitler and Goring 
in prison. These were mainly members of the German working class, it is 
true, but the working class after all made up around half the entire population, 
and middle- and even upper-class offenders in this respect were brought 
before the Special Courts as well. Successful prosecutions under this law 
were a further instrument of mass intimidation, adding to the general climate 
of fear and helping to create the spiral of silence in which the regime could 


commit ever greater crimes without fear of public censure or opposition.242 


The truth is that far from Nazi terror being levelled exclusively against 
small and despised minorities, the threat of arrest, prosecution and 
incarceration in increasingly brutal and violent conditions loomed over 
everyone in the Third Reich, even, as we have seen in the cases brought 
before the Special Courts, over members of the Nazi Party itself. The regime 
intimidated Germans into acquiescence, visiting a whole range of sanctions 
upon those who dared to oppose it, systematically disorienting people, and 
depriving them of their traditional social and cultural milieux, such as the pub 
or the club or the voluntary association, above all where these could be seen 
as a potential source of resistance, as in the case of the labour movement. Fear 
and terror were integral parts of the Nazis’ armoury of political weapons from 


the very beginning.244 The state and the Party could use them because within 
a few months of Hitler’s appointment as Reich Chancellor, they had 
systematically deprived all Germans of virtually every basic human and civil 
right they had enjoyed under the Weimar Republic. The law was no protection 


against the state if the state or any of its agencies suspected that a citizen was 
disinclined to demonstrate approval of its policies and purposes. On the 
contrary, vast numbers of new, often draconian laws were decreed that gave 
the police, the Gestapo and the SS a virtual carte blanche to deal with anyone 
suspected of deviating from the norms of human behaviour laid down by the 
Third Reich for its citizens. In this situation, it was not surprising that 
ordinary people and lower-level officials of the Nazi Party began to reinforce 
the atmosphere of pervasive terror and intimidation by sending their own 
unsolicited denunciations of deviants to the Gestapo. 

At the same time, the Gestapo was only one part of a much wider net of 
surveillance, terror and persecution cast by the Nazi regime over German 
society in the 1930s; others included the SA and SS, the Criminal Police, the 
prison service, the social services and employment offices, the medical 
profession, health centres and hospitals, the Hitler Youth, the Block Wardens 
and even apparently politically neutral organizations like tax offices, the 
railway and the post office. All of these furnished information about deviants 
and dissidents to the Gestapo, the courts and the prosecution service, forming 
a polymorphous, uncoordinated but pervasive system of control in which the 


Gestapo was merely one institution among many.242 Everything that 


happened in the Third Reich took place in this pervasive atmosphere of fear 
and terror, which never slackened and indeed became far more intense 
towards the end. ‘Do you know what fear is?’ an elderly worker asked an 
interviewer some years after it was all over: ‘No. The Third Reich was 


fear.’243 Yet terrorism was only one of the Third Reich’s techniques of rule. 
For the Nazis did not just seek to batter the population into passive, sullen 
acquiescence. They also wanted to rouse it into positive, enthusiastic 
endorsement of their ideals and their policies, to change people’s minds and 
spirits and to create a new German culture that would reflect their values 
alone. This meant propaganda, and here too, as we shall now see, they went to 
unprecedented lengths to achieve their aims. 


2 


THE MOBILIZATION OF THE SPIRIT 


ENLIGHTENING THE PEOPLE 


I 


‘The revolution we have made’, declared Joseph Goebbels, on 15 November 
1933, ‘is a total one. It has encompassed every area of public life and 
fundamentally restructured them all. It has completely changed and reshaped 
people’s relationship to each other, to the state, and questions of existence.’ 
This was, he went on, a ‘revolution from below’, driven on by the people, 
because, he said, it had brought about ‘the transformation of the German 
nation into one people’. Becoming one people meant establishing a unity of 
spirit across the nation, for, as Goebbels had already announced in March: 
‘On 30 January the era of individualism finally died . . . The individual will 
be replaced by the community of the people.’ ‘Revolutions’, he added, ‘never 
confine themselves to the purely political sphere. From there they reach out to 
cover all other areas of human social existence. The economy and culture, 
science and scholarship, and art are not protected from their impact.’ There 
could be no neutrals in this process: no one could stand aside under false 
claims of objectivity, or art for art’s sake. For, he declared: ‘Art is no absolute 
concept, it only gains life from the life of the people.’ Thus: ‘There is no art 


without political bias.’4 

The revolution of which Goebbels was speaking was not a social or 
economic revolution along the lines of the French Revolution of 1789 or the 
Russian Revolution of 1917. Nor was it a revolution of permanent upheaval 
such as R6hm and the stormtroopers had seemed to envisage before they were 
crushed in 1934. It was a cultural revolution. It envisaged the deepening and 
strengthening of the Nazis’ conquest of political power through the 
conversion of the whole German people to their way of thinking. Not 37 per 
cent of the people, as Goebbels said on 25 March 1933, referring to the 
highest proportion of the vote the Nazis had ever succeeded in winning in a 


free German election, but 100 per cent of the people must be behind them.2 It 
was to this end that Hitler had created a new Ministry of Popular 
Enlightenment and Propaganda on 13 March 1933 and put Goebbels himself 


into the Ministry, with a seat in the cabinet.2 On 25 March, Goebbels defined 
the Ministry’s task as the ‘spiritual mobilization’ of the German people in a 
permanent re-creation of the spirit of popular enthusiasm that had, so the 
Nazis claimed, galvanized the German people on the outbreak of war in 1914. 


The Nazis’ belief in the positive power of propaganda also owed a great deal 
to the experience of the First World War, when, they felt, the British had 
succeeded in purveying damaging myths about Germany. Goebbels’s 
Ministry, staffed by young, committed Nazi ideologues, sought not just to 
present the regime and its policies in a positive light, but to generate the 
impression that the entire German people enthusiastically endorsed 
everything it did. Of all the things that made the Third Reich a modern 
dictatorship, its incessant demand for popular legitimation was one of the 
most striking. The regime put itself almost from the very start in a state of 
permanent plebiscitary consultation of the masses. It went to immense trouble 
to ensure that every aspect of this consultation delivered a resounding and 
virtually unanimous endorsement of its actions, its policies and above all, its 
Leader. Even if it knew, as it must have done, that this endorsement was in 
reality far from genuine, the mere appearance of constantly renewed mass 
enthusiasm for the Third Reich and hysterical mass adulation of its Leader 
would surely have an effect in persuading many otherwise sceptical or neutral 
Germans to swim with the tide of popular opinion. It would also intimidate 
opponents of the regime into silence and inaction by persuading them that 
their aim of gaining the support of their fellow citizens was a hopelessly 


unrealistic one.4 


Goebbels was quite open about the fact that this popular legitimation of the 
Third Reich was manipulated by the regime. It was the Propaganda Ministry’s 
job to co-ordinate and run the entire public presentation of the regime and its 
policies. ‘All that goes on behind the backcloth’, he said, ‘belongs to stage 


management. ’2 This included ceremonies and rituals such as the torchlit 
parades held to mark the appointment of Hitler as Reich Chancellor on 30 
January 1933, the formal state opening of the Reichstag at Potsdam on 21 
March 1933, the annual Nazi Party Rally in Nuremberg every autumn, the 
‘Day of National Labour’ on 1 May, and much more besides. New holidays 
and festivals were added to the traditional calendar, including Hitler’s 
birthday on 20 April and the commemoration of the 1923 putsch on 9 
November. All over Germany, street names were altered to remove suddenly 
unwanted, or inconvenient, reminders of the democratic past and to celebrate 
Hitler, or other leading Nazis, or sacrificial heroes of the movement such as 
Horst Wessel, after whom the working-class district of Friedrichshain in 
Berlin was now called. A street was also renamed in Hamburg after the 
seventeen-year-old Otto Blécker, a member of the Hitler Youth shot in an 
armed Communist raid on a local branch headquarters of the Nazi Party on 26 


February 1933.£ There were many similar examples. 


But it was Hitler who was celebrated above all else. The cult of Hitler had 
already reached major proportions within the Party by the early 1930s, but 
now it was propagated in the nation with the full resources of the state and 
projected not just in words and images, but also in countless small, symbolic 


ways.Z From March 1933 onwards, towns rushed to appoint Hitler an 
honorary citizen. In almost every town across Germany the main square was 
renamed Adolf-Hitler-Platz by the end of 1933. Already on 20 April 1933 the 
Leader’s forty-fourth birthday saw flags and banners in every German town, 
garlands hung outside houses in villages all over the land, shop windows 
carrying special displays to mark the occasion and even public transport 
decorated with celebratory bunting. Parades and torchlit processions brought 
the celebrations into the streets, while the churches held special services to 
wish the Leader well. Goebbels’s propaganda machine pumped out rhetoric 
comparing Hitler to Bismarck, while the Bavarian Minister of Education, 
Hans Schemm, went still further, describing him as ‘the artist and master- 
builder whom the Lord God has given to us’, creating ‘a new face of 
Germany’ that gave the people its ‘final shape’ after ‘the events of two 
thousand years’: ‘In the personality of Hitler, a millionfold longing of the 


German people has become reality.’8 Posters and magazine illustrations, 
newsreels and films proclaimed Hitler as the man from the trenches, with the 
common touch, not only a many-sided genius with a sense of destiny, but also 
a humble, even simple human being who had few needs, spurned wealth and 
display, was kind to children and animals and dealt compassionately with old 
comrades fallen on hard times. Soldier, artist, worker, ruler, statesman, he was 
portrayed as a man with whom all sectors of German society could identify. 
Many ordinary Germans were overwhelmed by the scale and intensity of this 
propaganda. The emotion that overcame Luise Solmitz when she stood on the 
street awaiting Hitler’s arrival in her home town of Hamburg was typical: ‘I 
shall never forget the moment when he drove past us in his brown uniform, 
performing the Hitler salute in his own personal way . . . the enthusiasm [of 
the crowd] blazed up to the heavens .. .” She went home, trying to digest the 


‘great moments I had just lived through’ 2 

The embedding of the Hitler cult in everyday life was nowhere more 
obvious than in the introduction of the German greeting - ‘Hail, Hitler! (Heil 
Hitler)’ - to be used on all official correspondence by state employees from 13 
July 1933. It was reinforced by the Hitler salute, the upstretched right arm, 
sometimes accompanied by the barking-out of the same German greeting, 
which was also compulsory, this time for all citizens, when the national 
anthem or the Horst Wessel Song were being sung. ‘Anyone not wishing to 


come under suspicion of behaving in a consciously negative fashion will 


therefore render the Hitler greeting’, the decree proclaimed.12 Such rituals 
not only cemented the formal solidarity of the regime’s supporters but also 
isolated those who stood apart from the regime. And they gave a further boost 


to Hitler’s standing +1 After the death of Hindenburg and the subsequent 
plebiscite on the headship of state on 19 August 1934, accompanied by the 
slogan ‘Hitler for Germany - the whole of Germany for Hitler’, the Leader- 
cult knew no more limits. Goebbels’s rapid propaganda spin on the ‘Night of 
the Long Knives’ only won the Leader more backing, as the man who had 
supposedly saved Germany from disorder yet again, crushed excessive 
ambition amongst the Party ‘big-shots’ and restored decency and morality to 


the Nazi movement.£2 From now on, whatever popular criticism there was of 
the regime was likely to be directed against Hitler’s satraps; the Leader 


himself was largely immune.43 


The Hitler cult achieved its grandest stage-management yet at the Party 
Rally held in Nuremberg in 1934, the second to be held under the new 
regime. Five hundred trains carried a quarter of a million people to a specially 
built railway station. A vast city of tents was constructed to house the 
participants, and gargantuan quantities of supplies were brought in to feed and 
water them. At the Rally itself, an elaborate series of rituals commenced. 
Extending over a whole week, it celebrated the unity of the movement after 
the alarums and excursions of the preceding summer. Outside the city, on the 
huge Zeppelin Field, the serried ranks of hundreds of thousands of uniformed 
brownshirts, SS men and Nazi Party activists took part in ritual exchanges 
with their Leader. ‘Hail, my men,’ he would shout, and a hundred thousand 
voices would answer back in unison: ‘Hail, my Leader.’ Speeches, choruses 
and march-pasts gave way after dusk to torchlit parades and dramatically 
choreographed ceremonies, with over a hundred searchlights beaming up into 
the sky, enclosing participants and spectators in what the British ambassador 
described as a ‘cathedral of ice’. Spotlights in the arena picked out thirty 
thousand red, black and white swastika standards as their bearers moved 
through the brownshirted ranks. At the most hushed moment of the ritual, the 
‘blood-banner’, the flag carried in the beer-hall putsch of 1923, was 
ceremonially rededicated and touched on the new flags to pass on to them its 


nimbus of violent struggle and bloody sacrifice for the cause.14 


The American correspondent William L. Shirer, attending his first Nazi 
Party Rally, was suitably impressed. ‘I’m beginning to comprehend, I think, 
some of the reasons for Hitler’s astonishing success,’ he confided to his diary 
on 5 September 1934: 


Borrowing a chapter from the Roman church, he is restoring pageantry and 
colour and mysticism to the drab lives of twentieth-century Germans. This 
morning’s opening meeting in the Luitpold Hall on the outskirts of 
Nuremberg was more than a gorgeous show; it also had something of the 
mysticism and religious fervour of an Easter or Christmas Mass in a great 
Gothic cathedral. 


As Hitler entered, followed by his entourage, walking slowly down the centre 
aisle, ‘thirty thousand hands were raised in salute’. Standing on the podium 
beneath the ‘blood-flag’, Hess read out the names of those killed in the 1923 
putsch, and silent tribute was paid. ‘In such an atmosphere’, wrote Shirer, ‘no 
wonder, then, that every word dropped by Hitler seemed like an inspired 
Word from on high.’ Shirer saw for himself the emotion that Hitler’s presence 
could inspire amongst his supporters, as the Leader rode into Nuremberg from 
the nearby airfield on the eve of the Rally in an open-topped car, greeting 
with raised hand the shouting crowds lining the old city’s streets. Shirer went 
on: 

I got caught in a mob of ten thousand hysterics who jammed the moat in front 
of Hitler’s hotel, shouting: ‘We want our Leader.’ I was a little shocked at the 
faces, especially those of the women, when Hitler finally appeared on the 
balcony for a moment. They reminded me of the crazed expressions I saw 
once in the back country of Louisiana on the faces of some Holy Rollers who 
were about to hit the trail. They looked up at him as if he were a Messiah, 
their faces transformed into something positively inhuman. If he had 
remained in sight for more than a few moments, I think many of the women 


would have swooned from excitement..2 


One ‘great pageant’ followed another, wrote Shirer, culminating in a mock 
battle fought by army units on the Zeppelin Field. The whole event closed 
with a seemingly endless march-past of military and paramilitary units 
through the streets, giving Shirer a strong impression of the ‘sheer disciplined 
strength’ of the Germans under the Nazi regime. To convey a choreographed 
image of new-found spiritual unity through a series of gargantuan displays of 
huge masses of men moving and marching in unison, arranged four-square in 
rank and file, or standing patiently in huge geometrical blocks on the field, 
was the primary purpose of the Rally; and it was Hitler and Goebbels’s 


intention to convey it not just to Germany, but to the world.1& 
It was in pursuit of this aim that Hitler had indeed arranged for the entire 


1934 Rally to be filmed, commissioning a young actress and film director, 
Leni Riefenstahl, to do the job, and issuing orders that she should be provided 
with all the resources she needed to carry it out. With thirty cameras at her 
disposal, operated by sixteen cameramen, each with an assistant, and four 
sound-equipment trucks, Riefenstahl made a documentary like none before it. 
A crew of 120 deployed new techniques such as telephoto lenses and wide- 
angle photography to achieve an effect that many found mesmerizing when 
the film was released in 1935 under the title - chosen by Hitler himself - of 
Triumph of the Will. The ‘will’ in question was, as Riefenstahl later explained, 
not only that of the German people but also and above all that of Hitler, whom 
her cameras almost invariably portrayed alone, descending through the clouds 
into Nuremberg in his aeroplane; standing in his open car as it drove through 
the city to the cheers of the crowds lining the streets; stopping to accept a 
bouquet from a small girl; speaking to his followers against a backdrop of 
empty sky; ritually touching the new Party banners with the ‘blood-flag’; and 
finally, in the Luitpold Hall, working himself up into a frenzy in a speech that 
had the crowd shouting repeated unison cries of ‘Hail, Victory’ like the 
worshippers in a revivalist chapel, and Rudolf Hess, his face glowing with 
fanatical devotion, shouting: ‘The Party is Hitler! But Hitler is Germany, just 


as Germany is Hitler! Hitler! Hail, Victory! (Sieg, heil plZ 

Triumph of the Will was striking for its monumentalism and its presentation 
of vast, disciplined masses moving in perfect co-ordination as if they were 
one body, not thousands. The light relief it presented through interludes of 
young brownshirts indulging in rough masculine horseplay elided into the 
glorification of the male body, as much a product of Riefenstahl’s own 
predilections as it was an expression of Nazi ideology, as they stripped off 
their clothes to jump into a nearby lake. All of this concealed a less glorious 
reality of drunkenness, brawling, mayhem and murder that went on behind the 


scenes.48 But Riefenstahl’s film altered reality in more subtle ways than this, 


not only depicting the events of the Rally in a different order from the one in 
which they took place, but also, backed by Hitler’s licence to interfere in 
proceedings as she wished, rehearsing and staging some of them deliberately 
for cinematic effect. Some scenes, indeed, only made sense when seen from 
the camera’s eye. One of the film’s most breathtaking moments, as Hitler 
paced slowly up the broad, blank aisle between the still, silent ranks of more 
than 100,000 uniformed paramilitaries, with Himmler and the new brownshirt 
leader Lutze following, to lay a wreath in memory of the movement’s dead, 
cannot have made a visible impact on more than a handful of those taking 
part. In the final stages of the film, the screen was filled with columns of 


marching stormtroopers and black-shirted, steel-helmeted SS men, leaving 
audiences no room for doubt not just about the disciplined co-ordination of 
the German masses, but also, more ominously, about the primacy of military 
models in their organization. Presented as a documentary, it was a propaganda 
film designed to convince Germany and the world of the power, strength and 


determination of the German people under Hitler’s leadership.12 This was the 
only film made in the Third Reich about Hitler; it said all that needed to be 
said, and did not need to be followed by another. It was released in March 
1935 to widespread acclaim, not only at home but also abroad. It won the 
National Film Prize, presented to Riefenstahl by Joseph Goebbels, who 
described it as ‘a magnificent cinematic vision of the Fiihrer’, and was also 
awarded the Gold Medal at the Venice Film festival in 1935 and the Grand 
Prize at the Paris Film Festival in 1937. It continued to be shown in cinemas, 
and, though banned in Germany after the war, remains one of the great 


classics of documentary propaganda of the twentieth century. 20 


Ironically, Triumph of the Will had originally been commissioned and shot 
in the teeth of fierce opposition from the Reich Propaganda Minister 
following the failure of a first attempt by Riefenstahl the year before, filmed 
under the title Triumph of Faith. Riefenstahl was not a Nazi Party member, 
indeed she never became one, and Goebbels resented the fact that she had 
been directly commissioned by Hitler, bypassing what he regarded as the 


proper channels for works of propaganda.24 Moreover, Triumph of the Will 
went against every precept that Goebbels had ordered the film industry to 
observe. Addressing representatives of the film industry on 28 March 1933, 
Goebbels condemned crude propaganda films that were ‘out of touch with the 
spirit of the times’: “The new movement does not exhaust itself with parade- 
ground marching and blowing trumpets,’ he said. Praising the Soviet director 
Sergei Eisenstein’s film Battleship Potemkin, he declared that ‘it is not only a 
film’s convictions that make it good, but also the abilities of the people 
making it’. Films had to conform to the new spirit of the age, he said, but they 


also had to cater to popular taste.22 Propaganda, Goebbels said, was most 


effective when it was indirect: 


That is the secret of propaganda: to permeate the person it aims to grasp, 
without his even noticing that he is being permeated. Of course propaganda 
has a purpose, but the purpose must be concealed with such cleverness and 
virtuosity that the person on whom this purpose is to be carried out doesn’t 


notice it at all 23 


In pursuit of this policy, Goebbels sanctioned, perhaps even wrote, a scathing 
review of an early Nazi film set in the early 1930s, SA-Man Brand, with its 
crude, fictional and obviously propagandistic depiction of a sixteen-year-old 
working-class schoolboy who defied his Social Democrat father to join the 
brownshirts, is victimized at work with the collusion of the Jewish-dominated 
trade union and is eventually shot dead by Communists, a martyr for the Nazi 
cause. Goebbels considered the film unlikely to win over any new adherents 
to the Nazi cause: it was addressed to the already converted. In October he 
sharply criticized another film glorifying the life and death of the brownshirt 
Horst Wessel, shot dead by a Communist in 1930. The film told a similar 
story to SA-Man Brand, but with a far stronger antisemitic content. It 
portrayed the Communists who eventually killed the hero as dupes of Jewish 
criminals and intellectuals. Goebbels declared that the film was not equal to 
Wessel’s memory. ‘We National Socialists’, he said, ‘see no value in our SA 
marching on the stage or screen; their place is on the streets. Such an 


ostensible show of National Socialist ideology is no substitute for real art.’24 
On the morning of the Horst Wessel film’s premiere, which was to have 
been attended by a wide variety of prominent figures in Berlin society, 
including the Hohenzollern Crown Prince, eldest son of the last Kaiser and a 
noted supporter of the Nazis, Goebbels issued a formal prohibition on its 
screening. His high-handed action aroused a furious reaction from the film’s 
backers. These included Putzi Hanfstaengl, one of Hitler’s old friends, who 
had composed the music for the film and had personally raised a good deal of 
the money needed to finance it. Complaining in person to Hitler and 
Goebbels, Hanfstaengl eventually managed to get enough support in the Party 
hierarchy to have the ban reversed, though only under the condition that the 
film’s title was changed to Hans Westmar: One of Many. In this guise, the 
film won widespread approbation in the press and public, who rose to their 


feet in many cinemas as the Horst Wessel Song rang out in the final scene.22 


But Goebbels had made his point. The row convinced Hitler that the 
Propaganda Minister should have more effective control over the film 
industry in future. And he used it to ensure that straightforward propaganda 
films of this kind, which might have been popular amongst committed ‘Old 
Fighters’, but were no longer appropriate to the period when the Nazi Party 


had consolidated its rule, were not made again.2© 


II 


The 1930s were a golden age of cinema worldwide, with the advent of sound 
and in some films colour too. Audiences in Germany increased, with the 
average number of visits per person per year almost doubling from four to 
nearly eight between 1932-3 and 1937-8, and tickets sold increasing over the 


same period from 240 million to almost 400 million a year,2Z Many leading 


film stars and directors had emigrated from Germany in the early-to-mid- 
1930s, some, like Marlene Dietrich, following the lure of Hollywood, others, 
like Fritz Lang, leaving for political reasons. But the majority remained. One 
of the most famous was Emil Jannings, who in his Hollywood days in the late 
1920s had won the first ever Oscar for his performance in The Last 
Command. Back in Germany, Jannings soon found himself starring in overtly 
political films such as The Ruler (Der Herrscher), a celebration of strong 
leadership based loosely on a well-known play by Gerhart Hauptmann and set 
in a monied middle-class family of industrialists modelled on the Krupps. The 
script-writer, Thea von Harbou, who had worked on silent films such as Fritz 
Lang’s Metropolis and Dr Mabuse, now made a new career for herself in the 
talkies during the 1930s. New stars such as the Swedish-born Zarah Leander 
achieved huge popularity among the cinema-going public, while others, like 
the German actor Theodor Loos, seemed to be an almost permanent presence 
on screen. A fresh generation of directors, among whom Veit Harlan was 
perhaps the most prominent, emerged to put across the Nazi message on 


film.28 Not all those who played a part in the film industry of the Third Reich 


escaped hostile scrutiny, however. In 1935 and 1936 the Party encouraged 
cinemagoers to send in inquiries about the racial and political affiliations of 
leading screen actors. There were repeated inquiries about one of Germany’s 
best-loved stars, Hans Albers, who was rumoured to have a Jewish wife. The 
rumour was true: his wife Hansi Burg was indeed Jewish; but Albers made 
sure she stayed in Switzerland for the duration of the Third Reich, out of 
harm’s way. Goebbels, who knew this, felt unable to take any action, given 
Albers’s extraordinary popularity, and the Propaganda Ministry’s officials 


steadfastly denied Hansi Burg’s existence.22 


Actors such as Albers and Jannings played their part in boosting the 
extraordinary popularity of German cinema in the 1930s. Yet such successes 
were balanced out by the rapidly growing isolation of the German film 
industry. Foreign sales of German films plummeted. This was due partly to 
their increasing political content and declining quality, but above all to the 
hostility of foreign distributors, particularly if they were Jewish or had 
political objections to the controls which were now imposed on their 
colleagues in Germany. More serious still from the industry’s point of view 


was the virtual cessation of imports of foreign films into Germany. The 
problems that faced foreign films can be illustrated through the unlikely 
figure of Mickey Mouse, who achieved enormous popularity in Germany in 
the early 1930s, spawning a huge range of merchandizing from model figures 
to comic books. One Pomeranian Nazi newspaper declared stridently in 1931: 
‘Micky Maus is the shabbiest, miserablest ideal ever invented.’ But this was 
very much the exception. So popular was Mickey with the German cinema- 
going public that Nazi film censors were more or less forced to pass all of 
Disney’s Silly Symphonies for exhibition. Disney’s cartoon of The Three Little 
Pigs had a particular appeal to the censors, since it contained a scene, later 
excised by Disney, in which the big bad wolf appeared at the door of one of 
the pigs’ houses disguised as a travelling brush salesman, with a cartoon- 
caricature false nose that the Nazis had no difficulty in interpreting as Jewish. 
The Mad Doctor, in which a crazed scientist tried to cross-breed the dog Pluto 
with a chicken, was a solitary exception, possibly banned because it could be 
taken as a Satire on Nazi eugenic ideas, more likely because it was thought to 


be too frightening for children.22 

Yet Disney’s cartoons, enormously popular though they were in Germany, 
soon ran into difficulties all the same. The basic reason was financial. Roy 
Disney, who handled the financial side of his brother’s business, concluded a 
new contract on 20 December 1933 with UFA to distribute Walt’s films in 
Germany, but on 12 November 1934 the German government quadrupled 
import duties on films, forcing distributors to pay 20,000 Reichsmarks in tax 
for every foreign film they bought. The government also imposed stringent 
controls on currency exports, making it virtually impossible for American 
companies to take any income out of Germany at all. As a result, Universal 
and Warner Brothers closed their businesses in Germany, while Disney never 
made a profit from its massive German success. The situation was hardly 
eased by a change in the regulations on 19 February 1935. From this point, 
imported films had to be paid for by exchanges with the export of German 
films; but the Germans no longer made films that foreign distributors wanted 
to show. The hostility of American distributors and the American public to 
Nazi antisemitism would have made it difficult to show them even had this 
not been the case. In the autumn of 1937 the Disney contract with UFA ran 
out, and to make matters worse, Disney’s accumulated assets in Germany 
were written off, partly to cover the bankruptcy of a major distributor. A visit 
to Berlin by Roy Disney failed to produce a solution, and by 1939 hardly any 
Disney cartoons were being shown in Germany at all. Adolf Hitler, who was 
given eighteen Mickey Mouse films by his Propaganda Minister Joseph 


Goebbels as a Christmas present in 1937, was a lucky exception to the rule. 21 


By the second half of the 1930s, state control over the German film industry 
had become even tighter, thanks to the Film Credit Bank created in June 1933 
by the regime to help film-makers raise money in the straitened circumstances 
of the Depression. By 1936 it was funding nearly three-quarters of all German 
feature films, and was not afraid to withhold support from producers of whose 
projects it did not approve. Meanwhile, the Propaganda Ministry’s control 
over the hiring and firing of people in all branches of the film industry had 
been cemented by the establishment of the Reich Film Chamber on 14 July 
1933, headed by a financial official who was directly responsible to Goebbels 
himself. Anyone employed in the film industry was now obliged to become a 
member of the Reich Film Chamber, which organized itself into ten 


departments covering every aspect of the movie business in Germany.22 The 
creation of the Reich Film Chamber in 1933 was a major step towards total 
control. The next year, Goebbels’s hand was further strengthened by a crisis 
in the finances of the two biggest film companies, UFA and Tobis, which 
were effectively nationalized. By 1939, state-financed companies were 


producing nearly two-thirds of German films.22 A German Film Academy, 


created in 1938, now provided technical training for the next generation of 
film-makers, actors, designers, writers, cameramen and technicians, ensuring 
that they would work in the spirit of the Nazi regime. Financial control was 
backed by legal powers, above all through the Reich Cinema Law, passed on 
16 February 1934. This made pre-censorship of scripts mandatory. It also 
merged the existing film censors’ offices, created in 1920, into a single bureau 
within the Propaganda Ministry. And as amended in 1935 it gave Goebbels 
the power to ban any films without reference to these institutions anyway. 
Encouragement was to be provided, and cinemagoers’ expectations guided, by 
the award of marks of distinction to films, certifying them as ‘artistically 


valuable’, ‘politically valuable’, and so on.24 


As Goebbels intended, there were plenty of entertainment films produced in 
Nazi Germany. Taking the categories prescribed by the Propaganda Ministry, 
fully 55 per cent of films shown in Germany in 1934 were comedies, 21 per 
cent dramas, 24 per cent political. The proportions fluctuated year by year, 
and there were some films that fell in practice into more than one category. In 
1938, however, only 10 per cent were classed as political; 41 per cent were 
categorized as dramas and 49 per cent as comedies. The proportion of 
political films had declined, in other words, while that of dramas had sharply 
risen. Musicals, costume dramas, romantic comedies and other genres 
provided escapism and dulled people’s sensibilities; but they could carry a 


message too.22 All these films of whatever kind had to conform to the 


general principles laid down by the Reich Film Chamber, and many of the 
movies glorified leadership, advertised the peasant virtues of blood and soil, 
denigrated the Nazi hate-figures such as Bolsheviks and Jews, or depicted 
them as villains in otherwise apparently unpolitical dramas. Pacifist films 
were banned, and the Propaganda Ministry ensured that the correct line would 
be taken in genre movies of all kinds. Thus for example in September 1933, 
the Film-Courier magazine condemned the Weimar cinema’s portrayal of ‘a 
destructive, subversive criminal class, built up through fantasies of the 
metropolis into a destructive gigantism’ - a clear reference to the films of Fritz 
Lang, such as Metropolis and M - and assured its readers that in future, films 
about crime would concentrate not on the criminal ‘but on the heroes in 
uniform and in civilian dress’ who were serving the people in the fight against 


criminality.2© Even entertainment, therefore, could be political. 37 


Overt political propaganda was supplied by the newsreels, above all the 
Weekly Review (Wochenschau), which had to be shown at every commercial 
film programme from October 1938 onwards, and which devoted on average 
half its coverage to political issues alongside the usual fare of sport, society 
gossip and the like. Stylized, cliché-ridden, couched in a thoroughly Nazified 
language of combat and struggle, delivered by the voice-over speaker in a 
tone of unrelenting aggressiveness, and often portraying events especially 
staged for the purpose of being filmed, the newsreel’s relation to reality was 
at best only intermediate. By 1939 all the newsreels, originally owned by a 
variety of companies, one of them American (the Fox Talking Weekly 
Review), were speaking with one voice, co-ordinated by a special office in the 
Propaganda Ministry and backed by a Newsreel Law passed in 1936. Like 
many other visual sources for the history of Nazi Germany, therefore, 
newsreel footage has to be used by the historian with a considerable degree of 


caution.28 As far as contemporaries were concerned, the propaganda intent 


was obvious to all but the most obtuse of cinemagoers. 


Ill 


Newsreels were not the principal means by which most Germans learned 
about what was going on in their country and the rest of the world: of far 
more importance was radio, which had grown rapidly in popularity under the 
Weimar Republic. Everyone involved in the industry, from broadcasters to 
engineers and salesmen, had to belong to the Reich Radio Chamber, 
established in the autumn of 1933. This gave the Propaganda Ministry 


complete power over the hiring and firing of staff. German broadcasting had 
already been brought under government control earlier in the year; and 
regional stations were eventually incorporated into the Reich Radio Company 
on 1 April 1934 and subordinated directly to the Propaganda Ministry. The 
Nazis extended their grasp to the production of wireless sets as well, paying 
large subsidies to manufacturers to make and sell cheap radios known as 
People’s Receivers (Volksempfdnger), available for 76 Reichsmarks or in a 
smaller version at only 35. This was no more than the average weekly wage 
of a manual worker, and it was payable if required in instalments. One and a 
half million of these sets were already made in 1933. In 1934 over six million 
radio sets were in use in Germany, and by the middle of 1939 over 70 per cent 
of households in Germany owned a wireless, the highest percentage of any 
country in the world, including the USA. Many country people were brought 
within reach of government propaganda on a regular basis for the first time by 
this means. The spread of the radio enabled the regime to bring its message to 
parts of the nation that had hitherto been relatively remote from the political 
world. Altogether, over seven million People’s Receivers were manufactured; 
by 1943 every third radio set in Germany’s homes was a People’s Receiver. A 
particular feature of the People’s Receiver was that it only had a limited 
range, so that away from border areas, listeners were unable to tune in to 
foreign radio stations. On special occasions, radio wardens would arrange for 
a speech by Hitler to be broadcast over loudspeakers in public places, on 
factory shop-floors, in offices, schools and restaurants. On the sounding of a 
siren, people were supposed to stop whatever they were doing and gather 
round the radio set or within hearing distance of the loudspeaker for a session 
of communal listening. They were also meant to listen to ‘Hour of the 
Nation’, broadcast every evening on all stations from seven to eight o’clock. 
Plans were even laid for a nationwide network of 6,000 loudspeaker pillars to 
facilitate public listening; their implementation was interrupted only by the 


outbreak of war in 1939.22 
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Map 4. Radio Ownership in July 1938 

Already on 25 March 1933, Goebbels had told broadcasters and radio 
managers that ‘radio will be purged’ of nonconformists and leftists, and asked 
them to undertake this task themselves, otherwise he would do it for them. By 
the summer, the airwaves had indeed been purged. Often this could mean real 
hardship for the dismissed. One of many affected was the novelist, poet and 
journalist Jochen Klepper. Born in 1903, he was not Jewish, but his wife was, 
a fact that aroused suspicion in itself. And though he was a deeply religious 
Protestant, he had a Social Democratic past. An anonymous denunciation 
brought about his dismissal from the state-controlled radio in June 1933. Like 
many such people, he now feared for his economic future. Publishing novels 


and poems was no substitute for his radio job, and in any case he thought it 
quite likely that he would be banned from publishing too. ‘I can’t really 
believe that the German Publishing Institution will stand by me’, he wrote 
despairingly. ‘How is a publishing house to keep an author afloat these days if 
he does not explicitly represent the “nation’s hope’’?’ Finally he was rescued 
by an appointment to work on the staff of the Ullstein Publishing Company’s 


radio magazine.42 Many others had to emigrate, or go into an impecunious 


early retirement. But Goebbels was not content with mere personnel changes. 
In the same address to radio executives and producers, he went on to state, 
with remarkable candour: 

There is nothing at all that is without political bias. The discovery of the 
principle of absolute objectivity is the privilege of German university 
professors - and I do not believe that university professors make history. We 
make no bones about the fact that the radio belongs to us and to no one else. 
And we will place the radio in the service of our ideology, and no other 


ideology will find expression here . . Al 


But just as in film, so in radio, Goebbels knew that people would not tolerate 
a diet of unremitting propaganda. Already in May 1933 he began turning 
down requests from Nazi Party bosses keen to hear their voices on the radio, 


and limited broadcasts of political speeches to two a month.42 

Radio, said the Propaganda Minister, had to be imaginative, modern, up-to- 
date. ‘The first law’, he told radio managers on 25 March 1933: ‘Don’t 
become boring!’ They were not to fill their programmes with martial music 
and patriotic speeches. They had to use their imagination. Radio could bring 


the whole people behind the regime.43 Despite this warning, the radio 


network was initially used for broadcasting large quantities of political 
propaganda, with fifty speeches by Hitler being transmitted in 1933 alone. On 
1 May 1934 broadcasts of the Mayday celebrations, with their speeches, 
songs, marches and the rest, took up no fewer than seventeen hours of radio 
time. No wonder that there were reports that listeners were growing blasé in 
the face of such excesses and listening, when they could, to foreign radio 
stations. Only gradually was Goebbels’s oft-repeated advice heeded. From 
1932 to 1939 the proportion of broadcasting time devoted to music grew 
steadily. By 1939 the total broadcasting hours devoted to ‘literature’ and 
‘talks’ had been cut to around 7 per cent; two-thirds of broadcasting time was 
now taken up by music, seven-eighths of it popular rather than classical. 
Particularly successful was the regular request concert, introduced in 1936 
and purveying hit songs and entertainment music whose style remained 


generally unchanged from that of the Weimar years. But some still 
complained that even the music was boring, and they missed the radio plays 


that had been so popular under the Weimar Republic.44 As the Security 
Service of the SS complained in 1938, the ‘dissatisfaction of radio listeners’ 
was demonstrating itself in the fact that ‘almost all kinds of German radio 
listeners . . . now as before regularly listen to German-language broadcasts 


from foreign stations’ 42 


IV 


Goebbels’s multi-faceted campaign to mobilize the spirit of the German 
people in the service of the Third Reich and its ideas did not run entirely 
smoothly. For, in a manner characteristic of so many areas of the regime, he 
was far from enjoying a monopoly over the territory he claimed as his own. 
Already in the course of the discussions leading up to the creation of the 
Propaganda Ministry, his original intention of including education under its 
aegis had been frustrated by Hitler, who had passed education over to a 
separate ministry headed by Bernhard Rust. More seriously, however, 
Goebbels had to battle for supremacy over the cultural sphere against the self- 
designated Party ideologue Alfred Rosenberg, who saw it as his duty to 
propagate Nazi ideology, and in particular his own elaborate version of it, 
throughout German culture. At the end of the 1920s, Rosenberg had become 
leader of the Fighting League for German Culture (Kampfbund ftir deutsche 
Kultur), one of many special ist organizations established within the Party at 
the time. In 1933, the League moved swiftly to take ‘co-ordinate’ German 


theatrical institutions under its control.4© Rosenberg was also keen to impose 
ideological purity on many other aspects of German culture, including music 
and the visual arts, the Churches, and university and intellectual life, all areas 
that Goebbels had originally envisaged falling under the control of the 


Ministry of Propaganda.42 The Fighting League for German Culture was 
small but very active. Its membership increased from 2,100 in January 1932 
to 6,000 a year later, 10,000 in April 1933, and 38,000 by the following 
October. Many of the assaults on Jewish and left-wing musicians that took 
place in the spring and early summer of 1933 were organized or inspired by 
the Fighting League for German Culture, to which a substantial number of 
far-right music critics and writers belonged. In addition, Rosenberg had a 
powerful propaganda weapon at his disposal in the shape of the Racial 
Observer, the Nazi daily newspaper, of which he was the editor-in-chief. To 


make matters worse for Goebbels, Rosenberg’s views on art and music were 
much more in tune with Hitler’s than were his own, and on more than one 
occasion, Goebbels’s penchant for cultural innovation threatened to give 


Rosenberg the upper hand.48 
Goebbels himself had little time for Rosenberg, whose magnum opus, The 
Myth of the Twentieth Century, he is said to have called a ‘philosophical 


belch’.42 While Rosenberg’s office was a purely Party institution, Goebbels 
had the advantage of combining his Party strength as Reich Propaganda 
Leader with the power of a fully fledged Ministry of State that was at the 
same time politically unimpeachable because it was staffed by committed 
Party members. Hitler did not think very highly of Rosenberg’s political 
abilities, perhaps as a result of the mess Rosenberg had made of things when 
put in charge of the Party after the abortive beer-hall putsch in Munich in 
1923. So he refused to give him a government appointment. Moreover, while 
he shared many of his cruder prejudices, Hitler had almost as low an opinion 
of Rosenberg’s pretentious, pseudo-philosophical theorizing as Goebbels did. 
He never admitted him to the inner circle of his friends and companions. 
Already by the summer of 1933 the disruption caused by the Fighting League 


for German Culture had begun to become politically inconvenient. 29 On 22 
September 1933, Goebbels succeeded in getting a decree passed to establish 
the Reich Culture Chamber, with himself as President. It contained seven 
designated sub-sections, also known as Chambers - literature, theatre, music, 
radio, film, fine arts, and the press, corresponding to the divisions already 
established in his Ministry. Some of these specialized Chambers already 
existed, as with the Reich Film Chamber, or were in the process of formation; 
now they became monopoly state institutions. Goebbels was able to recapture 
German theatre from Rosenberg in this way. The legal requirement that 
anyone who wished to work in any of these areas had to be a member of the 
appropriate Chamber gave Goebbels the power to exclude anyone whose 
views were unacceptable to the regime and effectively marginalized 
Rosenberg in the cultural sphere. Goebbels also used the Reich Culture 
Chamber to establish better pension rights and to crack down on the untrained 
and unqualified, though this latter policy was softened from 1935 onwards. At 
the same time, he took care to present the Reich Culture Chamber and its 
specialist sub-Chambers as a form of cultural self-administration. The 
Propaganda Ministry would manage them with a light touch while the real 
power supposedly lay with the senior artists, musicians and writers who 
presided over them and ran them on a day-to-day basis. In these ways, the 
Propaganda Minister won the support of the overwhelming majority of those 


Germans who depended on culture in one form or another for their living - 
and their numbers were considerable: 35,000 in the Reich Chamber for Visual 
Arts in 1937, for example, 95,600 in the Reich Music Chamber, 41,100 in the 


Reich Theatre Chamber at the same date.21 

The Reich Culture Chamber was inaugurated in a grand ceremony presided 
over by Hitler himself at the Berlin Philharmonic Hall on 15 November 1933, 
with music from the hall’s prestigious resident orchestra conducted first by 
Wilhelm Furtwangler and then by Richard Strauss, followed by a speech from 
Goebbels and a chorus (‘Awake! Full soon will dawn the day!’) from 
Wagner’s The Mastersingers of Nuremberg. Rosenberg was subsequently 
fobbed off with the grandiloquent but essentially empty title of 
‘Representative of the Leader for the Overall Philosophical and Intellectual 
Training and Education of the National Socialist Party’, granted to him on 24 
January 1934. His Fighting League for German Culture, renamed in more 
neutral terms as the National Socialist Cultural Community in 1934, struggled 
on, a kind of cultural counterpart to the brownshirts, deprived of a role now 
that the battle against Nazism’s opponents had been won, until it was finally 


dissolved in 1937.22 Rosenberg continued to make trouble for Goebbels from 
time to time, but in the end he was not effective enough seriously to trouble 
the Propaganda Minster’s dominance of the cultural scene, once Goebbels had 
abandoned his toleration of cultural modernism in the face of Hitler’s 


obdurate hostility to it.23 

Rosenberg was not the only senior figure with whom Goebbels had to 
contend. Hitler, who had at one time earned a living from painting postcards, 
took an intense personal interest in the visual arts. He was an enthusiast for 
the music of Richard Wagner, developed an obsession with architecture, and 
spent much of his time watching films in his private cinema. Then there was 
Hermann Goring, whose position as Prussian Minister-President put him in 
control of many major cultural institutions run and financed by the Prussian 
state, though he made no attempt at influencing cultural policy in a wider 
sense. The Education Minister Bernhard Rust was also heavily involved in 
cultural policies, particularly where they affected the young. He established a 
panel of senior musicians, including the conductor Wilhelm Furtwdangler, the 
pianist Wilhelm Backhaus and others, to control and in effect censor the 
programmes of all concerts and other musical events in Berlin. He oversaw 
institutions such as music conservatories and art academies. His main concern 
seems to have been to keep the Propaganda Ministry from encroaching on his 
sphere of influence, an ever-present danger given the original claim of the 
Ministry to include education in its remit. Finally, the Nazi Labour Front, led 


by Robert Ley, absorbed a large number of artists and musicians and their 
organizations during its takeover of the trade unions in May 1933 and seemed 
determined to defend the position it had thereby gained in musical life against 
all comers. Demarcation disputes between these various organizations and 
their leaders became so violent that the Education Ministry actually attempted 
to ban public discussion of artistic issues on 15 July 1933, though without 


success. 24 


Whatever their differences, and however much they varied on points of 
detail, all the Nazi cultural organizations and their leaders were agreed that 
Jews and political opponents of the Nazi regime had to be removed from 
cultural life as quickly as possible, and that ‘cultural Bolshevism’ had to be 
destroyed, though they disagreed frequently about the particular individuals 
and works to which the concept could be applied. In the course of 1933 and 
the following years, some 2,000 artists, writers, musicians, film actors and 
directors, journalists, architects and others active in the cultural sphere left 
Germany, some of them because they disagreed with Nazism, many because 
they were Jewish and so had been deprived of the work that gave them their 
livelihood. Removing Jews from the Reich Chamber of Culture took some 
time partly because of objections from the Economics Ministry, which 
thought it would be economically damaging. By the middle of 1935, however, 


it was done.22 Purged of dissidents and nonconformists, and those whom the 


regime regarded as racially undesirable, German culture and the German mass 
media now faced a future of growing regimentation and control. The many 
quarrels between the leading Nazi contenders for supremacy in these areas did 
little or nothing to hinder its arrival. 


WRITING FOR GERMANY 


I 


In the 1920s and early 1930s there was no doubt which newspaper in 
Germany had the widest national and international reputation. The Frankfurt 
Newspaper (Frankfurter Zeitung) was renowned the world over for its 
thorough and objective reporting, its fair-minded opinion columns and its 
high intellectual standards. If there was one German newspaper to which 
foreigners who wished to know what was going on in the country turned, this 
was it. Although its readership was not large, it was highly educated and 
included many key formers of opinion. Politically liberal, the paper had long 
remained independent of the great press empires that had grown up around 
figures such as Alfred Hugenberg or the Mosse and Ullstein families. Its 
editorial and personnel policy was determined not by a chief executive but by 
the collective decision of an editorial board. Under the Weimar Republic, 
however, it got into financial difficulties and had to make over a controlling 
interest to the massive I.G. Farben chemical concern, which soon began to 
compromise its editorial independence, above all in questions of economic 
policy. By 1932 its editorials were arguing that it was time to bring Hitler and 
the Nazis into a coalition government and to rescue Germany from the crisis 


by reforming the Weimar constitution in an authoritarian direction.2© 


The newspaper’s staff bent with the wind in the early months of 1933, 
editorializing in favour of the suppression of the Communist Party after the 
Reichstag fire and abandoning their previous criticisms of the Nazis. But their 
liberal reputation prompted the invasion of the paper’s offices by an armed 
squad of stormtroopers on 11 March 1933 and the threat that the paper would 
be banned if it did not toe the line in every respect. 

Soon editorial staff began to resign, and the board bowed to pressure from the 
Propaganda Ministry to dismiss Jews; by the end of 1936 there was none left 
in its employ, though two half-Jews and two spouses of Jews still remained. 
Seeing which way things were moving, the Jewish family of the paper’s 
founder, Leopold Sonnemann, sold its shares on 1 June 1934 to I.G. Farben, 
who now possessed a 98 per cent stake in the paper’s parent firm. At this 
stage, the Nazi regime could not afford to offend the giant chemical combine, 
whose help it needed in its programmes of rearmament and job creation. I.G. 
Farben had originally bought into the paper in order to generate more 
favourable publicity for itself at home and abroad among those whose 


opinions counted, but its leading figures such as Carl Bosch were also 
political and cultural conservatives who did not want to see the paper’s central 
features disappear. Quite apart from this, too, Hitler and Goebbels valued the 
paper’s reputation abroad and did not want to alarm foreign opinion by 
forcing it to change too radically. All this meant that the paper had rather 
more freedom of action under the Third Reich than the rest of the press did. 
57 

Thus the paper’s foreign correspondents continued to file stories on foreign 
criticism of the Nazis well into the mid-1930s. And its editors, particularly in 
the cultural pages of the Feuilleton section of the paper, not uncommonly 
failed to print stories emanating from the Propaganda Ministry, even when 
they were ordered to do so by Goebbels. They attempted, sometimes 
successfully, to carry articles emphasizing the humane values which they 
considered the Nazis to be trampling on. Many of the forty new members of 
the editorial staff appointed between 1933 and 1939 came from parts of the 
press that had fared badly under the Nazis, including Social Democrats, 
Nationalists and Catholics. Many of them, such as Walter Dirks, or Paul 
Sethe, became famous West German journalists in the postwar years. Two 
other well-known writers, Dolf Sternberger and Otto Suhr, who had Jewish 


wives, were also able to remain in their posts.28 Staff writers printed 


ostensibly historical articles about Genghis Khan or Robespierre whose 
parallels with Hitler were obvious to the average intelligent reader. They 
became adept at conveying facts and reports that were unpalatable to the 
regime with formulae such as ‘there is no truth in the rumour that’ and 
headlines that denounced as lies stories which were then expounded in 
considerable detail. The paper soon acquired a reputation as virtually the only 
organ in which such things could be found, and its circulation actually began 


to increase once more.22 


The Gestapo was well aware of the fact that the Frankfurt Newspaper in 
particular contained articles that ‘must be described as malicious agitation’ 
and thought that ‘now as before the Frankfurt Newspaper dedicates itself to 


the representation of Jewish interests’.©9 Until 1938, indeed, the paper 
continued to carry Leopold Sonnemann’s name on its masthead, dropping it 


only when directly ordered to by the government.24 ‘The virtuosity with 
which attempts are made to alter National Socialist principles and trains of 
thought and to change their meaning’, the Gestapo complained on another 


occasion, ‘is sometimes astounding, 2 Yet with time, and especially after 
1936, the regime forced the paper more and more onto the defensive. 


Innumerable compromises with the Propaganda Ministry’s instructions were 
unavoidable. Direct resistance was barely possible. Already in August 1933 
the English journalist Henry Wickham Steed noted that the once-proud liberal 


newspaper had become a ‘tool of unfreedom’ under the new regime.23 The 
foreign press quickly stopped citing stories carried in the paper, taking the 
view that they had now become mostly indistinguishable from the torrent of 
misinformation and propaganda pumped out on a daily basis by Goebbels’s 


Ministry.©4 In 1938, realizing that it no longer needed to influence public 


opinion, since there was effectively no public opinion left in Germany, I.G. 
Farben secretly sold the firm to a subsidiary of the Nazi Party’s Eher 
Publishing House without even troubling to inform the paper’s editors or 
staff. On 20 April 1939 the Nazi Party’s publishing mogul, Max Amann, 
formally presented the newspaper to Hitler as a birthday present. Its function 
as a vehicle for free, if disguised, comment was over; its readership declined 


further, and it was eventually closed down altogether in 1943.69 

That it had managed to retain even a vestige of independence for so long 
was remarkable. As with other areas of propaganda and culture, central 
control over newspaper personnel was established in the autumn of 1933, 
with the creation of the Reich Press Chamber under Max Amann. Working in 
the publishing industry was impossible for non-members of the Chamber. 
Amann was able to take over an increasing number of papers as head of the 
Eher Publishing House, by exploiting the weak financial position of the press 
in the Depression and by depriving rival papers of revenue by switching 
government advertising contracts to the Nazi press. Readers anxious not to be 
stigmatized by subscribing to a liberal paper switched their allegiance. By the 
beginning of 1934 the circulation of the liberal Berlin Daily News-Sheet 
(Berliner Tageblatt) had fallen from 130,000 to less than 75,000, and that of 
the venerable Vossian Newspaper (Vossische Zeitung) from 80,000 to just 
under 50,000. The Nazis expanded their press empire from 59 daily 
newspapers with a combined circulation of 782,121 at the beginning of 1933 
to 86 papers with a total circulation of over three million by the end of the 
year. In 1934 they bought the large Jewish publishing firm of Ullstein, 
responsible for some of Germany’s most respected dailies. Fortified by new 
regulations of the Reich Press Chamber issued in April 1935, banning 
confessional or ‘special interest group’ papers, debarring business 
corporations, foundations, societies and other organizations from press 
ownership, and enabling him to close papers that were financially unsound or 
owned by non-Aryans, Amann was able to close down or buy up between 500 
and 600 more newspapers in 1935-6. By 1939 the Eher Publishing House 


owned or controlled over two-thirds of German newspapers and magazines.©® 


While Amann was busy buying up the German press, Goebbels and his ally 
Otto Dietrich, the head of the Nazi press bureau, were extending their own 
controls over its contents. Dietrich secured the promulgation on 4 October 
1933 of a new Editors’ Law, which made editors personally responsible for 
the content of their papers, removed the proprietors’ powers of dismissal and 
laid down rules governing the content of newspapers, which were not to print 
anything ‘which is calculated to weaken the strength of the German Reich 
abroad or at home, the community will of the German people, German 
defence, culture or the economy, or to injure the religious sensibilities of 
others’. Membership in the Reich Association of the German Press was now 
compulsory by law and subject to revocation if a journalist contravened a 
code of conduct enforced by professional courts. As a result, within two years 
of Hitler’s appointment as Chancellor, 1,300 Jewish, Social Democratic and 
left-liberal journalists had been barred from working. Thus Goebbels ensured 
control through the editors and journalists, while Amann established it 


through the Press Chamber and the proprietors.22 At a regional and local 


level, however, as middle-ranking Nazi officials took the initiative in 
assuming control over the press, both means were often used at once, 
particularly where a regional newspaper publishing house was established. 
Enforcing by one means or another the closure of rival papers not only 
eliminated ideological alternatives to local Nazi papers but also turned them 
from often struggling small businesses into thriving and_ profitable 


enterprises.©8 


Towering over all other newspapers in the Nazi era was the Party’s own 
daily, the Racial Observer. Alone amongst German dailies, it was a national 
paper, published in Munich and Berlin at the same time. The mouthpiece of 
the Party leadership, it became essential reading for the party faithful and 
indeed anyone else who wanted to be told what to think and believe. Teachers 
in particular subscribed to it so that they could use it in their classes and on 
occasion check out their pupils’ essays to see if they were lifted from its 
pages, before daring to criticize them for either style or content. The paper’s 
circulation shot up from 116,000 in 1932 to 1,192,500 in 1941, the first 
German paper to sell more than a million copies a day. Its editor, Wilhelm 
Weiss, injected a stronger factual content into its pages after 1933, but he also 
encouraged writers to employ a hectoring, threatening, triumphalist tone in 
their articles, advertising on a daily basis the arrogance of Nazi power and the 
Party’s determination to destroy anyone who could be considered a threat to 
it. He was unable, however, to persuade the Party to fund a permanent staff of 


full-time foreign correspondents, and had to rely largely on press agency 
reports for foreign news instead. The Racial Observer was followed by a 
whole range of other newspapers and magazines, notably Julius Streicher’s 
sensationalist The Stormer, which achieved a circulation of something like 
500,000 by 1937 compared to 65,000 three years before, largely thanks to 
block orders from Nazi organizations of one kind and another. It was widely 
sold on the streets, its front page displayed in advertising boxes for all to see. 
So obviously untrue were many of its stories of ritual murder and similar 
atrocities supposedly committed by Jews, and so clearly pornographic were 
its regular reports of sex scandals involving Jewish men and non-Jewish 
German girls, that many people refused to have copies in their houses; the 
Party leadership was even forced to withdraw it from circulation on occasion. 
On the other hand, numerous readers wrote in to the paper to denounce in its 
pages neighbours and acquaintances who failed to give the Hitler salute, or 
mixed with Jews, or uttered statements critical of the regime, and a notable 
feature of the paper was its organization of public petitions for the closure of 
Jewish businesses and similar antisemitic actions. Block orders also 
accounted for the high circulation figures of less sensationalist Party 
magazines such as The SA Man, which sold 750,000 copies a week to the 
stormtrooper movement in the middle of the 1930s. Individual subscriptions 
tended to go instead to the illustrated weekly magazines, which concentrated 


on less overtly political articles and pictures.©2 


Goebbels was clear that control over the press should mean that all 
newspapers and magazines should follow the same line. To help steer their 
content from the centre, the Propaganda Ministry took over the two main 
press agencies, Hugenberg’s Telegraph Union and the rival Wolff’s Telegraph 
Office, in December 1933 and merged them into the German News Office. 
This supplied not only much of the national and international news content 
for all papers but also commentaries and instructions as to how the news was 
to be interpreted. Editors were banned from taking their news from any other 
source except from their own correspondents. Goebbels’s instructions to 
editors, issued at regular press conferences and conveyed over the wire to 
regional press offices for the benefit of the local press, included frequent bans 
as well as orders about what to print. ‘Pictures which show Ludendorff 
together with the Leader or at the same time must under no circumstances be 
published’, said one such instruction issued on 6 April 1935. ‘Ambassador 
von Ribbentrop suffered a car accident yesterday. His oldest daughter was 
severely injured in this accident. The ambassador himself is unhurt. This 
incident must not be reported in the German press,’ ran another sent out on 14 
April 1936. ‘In future the names of leading Soviet officials and politicians 


will only be cited with the prefix “Jew” and their Jewish name, insofar as they 
are Jewish’, the German press was told on 24 April 1936. ‘The visit of SA- 
leaders of the Central Group to the Freemasonry Museum during their 
presence in Berlin may not be reported,’ editors were instructed on 25 April 
1936. ‘Reports on Greta Garbo may be positive,’ they learned, perhaps to 


their relief, on 20 November 1937-0 The detail was astonishing, and was 


intended to leave little room for initiative on the part of editors 2 


The results of these measures were not wholly successful. As the example 
of the Frankfurt Newspaper showed, an intelligent and determined editor or 
correspondent could still convey news that the regime did not want people to 
read, or engage in veiled criticism of the regime’s actions in the guise of 
writing about subjects such as dictatorships in Ancient Greece or Rome. On 
20 April 1935, a local paper, the Schweinitz District News-Sheet (Schweinitzer 
Kreisblatt), printed a large photograph of Hitler on the front page in such a 
way that part of his head covered the letters ‘itzer’ in the title, leaving the 
letters ‘Schwein’, the German for ‘pig’, to provide what the Gestapo, who 
promptly banned the paper for three days, thought of as an insulting 
description of the Leader. It is unlikely that the offending layout was an 


accident-Z2 Nevertheless, whatever the journalists of the Frankfurt 
Newspaper might have been able to achieve, the majority of editors and 
journalists lacked the ability or the inclination to vary the propaganda they 
were required to serve up to their readers with any touch of independence or 
originality. The number of newspapers declined from 4,700 to 977 between 
1932 and 1944, and the number of magazines and periodicals of all kinds 
from 10,000 to 5,000 between 1933 and 1938. And the contents of those that 
remained became increasingly homogeneous. Moreover, the rapid increase in 
the importance of radio as a purveyor of instant, up-to-the-minute news 
confronted daily newspapers with a problem that they still face today, namely 


how to retain readers when the news they print is not new any more.Z2 The 
result was a crescendo of dissatisfaction amongst the newspaper-reading 
public, relayed through the regular surveillance reports of the Gestapo. “The 
uniformity of the press’, noted the Gestapo office in Kassel in its monthly 
report for March 1935, ‘is felt to be unbearable by the people and also in 
particular by those who are National Socialist in their views.’ Furthermore, 
the report went on, people did not understand why they could not read any 
reports in the press about things that were everyday current knowledge but 
were evidently thought too sensitive by the authorities to print. That was the 
way, the Gestapo considered, to allow rumours to take hold or, just as bad, to 
prompt people to get their news from the foreign press, particularly German- 


language newspapers printed in Switzerland, which were selling increasing 


numbers of copies even in small communities well outside the big cities.4 


But the regime had taken steps to deal with this problem too, and not merely 
by exercising the power of confiscation of foreign press imports. The Reich 
Press Chamber controlled the Reich Association of German Railway Station 
Booksellers, and this body made sure that ‘it must be the first duty of station 
booksellers to spread German ideas. The leaseholders of station bookshops 
must be instructed to desist from everything that could promote the 
distribution of foreign papers.’ And what applied to railway station kiosks 


also applied to high street news-agents as well.22 With such restrictions in 
place, it is not surprising that the public became even more distrustful of what 
they read in the newspapers, as Gestapo reports indicated in 1934-5. They 
turned instead to other sources. In the course of 1934 alone the circulation of 
the Party press decreased by over a million all told, and it would have fallen 
still further in this and subsequent years but for bulk orders by Nazi Party 
organizations. In Cologne, the circulation of the local Nazi paper dropped 
from 203,000 in January 1934 to 186,000 in January 1935, while that of the 
local Catholic paper rose from 81,000 to 88,000 over the same period. Similar 
developments could be observed in other parts of Germany too. It was 
therefore less than surprising that 24 April 1935 saw the introduction of the 
‘Amann regulations’, which allowed for the revocation of the licence of any 
paper if it was deemed to be offering ‘unfair competition’ or doing ‘moral 
harm’ to the readership. The Party press did do a bit better after this; but only 
because competition was being eliminated, and people were being forced by 


threats and intimidation to subscribe to Party newspapers instead. 

Control over the press therefore was gradually tightened as the regime 
found a variety of ways to stamp out dissent. Journalists, editors and other 
staff constantly had to make difficult decisions as to how far they could 
follow the regime’s dictates without wholly abandoning their professional 
integrity. As time went on, however, they had little choice but to surrender it 
almost entirely, and all who did not were ousted from their posts. Despite his 
loudly proclaimed injunction to broadcasters and pressmen not to be boring, 
Goebbels ended up, therefore, by imposing a political straitjacket on radio and 
the press that led to widespread popular complaints about the monotonous 
conformity of these two key opinion-forming mass media and the dull 
subservience of those who worked in them. Already in 1934 he was telling 
newspapermen how pleased he was that the press was now reacting to current 


events correctly without necessarily being told how to.4 But with his 
customary cynicism, he concluded a few years later that ‘any man who still 


has a residue of honour will be very careful not to become a journalist’ 28 


Il 


When he wrote Little Man - What Now?, published in June 1932, Hans 
Fallada created the last best-selling serious novel of the Weimar Republic. It 
sold over 40,000 copies in the first ten months, it was serialized in no fewer 
than ten daily papers, it was turned into a film, and it rescued the book’s 
publisher Ernst Rowohlt from almost certain bankruptcy. The title itself 
seemed to sum up the predicament of so many Germans in the desperate last 
months of 1932, when there seemed no way out of economic depression and 
political impasse. Many readers could identify with the novel’s protagonist, 
the humble clerk Johannes Pinneberg, who went through one humiliation after 
another. He had to come to terms with the fact that his girl-friend was 
pregnant. He had to marry her despite the hostility of her father. He had to go 
through numerous travails in order to find a flat for the couple to live in. And 
then he had to adjust himself to family life when the baby arrived. Inevitably, 
after many anxious moments, Pinneberg lost his job and joined the swelling 
ranks of the unemployed. But unlike other characters in the book, he did not 
take to crime to make ends meet. He remained upright and decent in the face 
of adversity. That he was able to do so was possible above all because of his 
wife, who after overcoming her initial inexperience, managed to create a 
home life that became a refuge from the cruelties and hardships of the world 
outside. In the end, indeed, it was the wife, ‘Lambkin’, who became the 
novel’s central character and whose portrayal was generally agreed to be the 


key element in the novel’s popularity.22 


‘Hans Fallada’, the pen-name of Rudolf Ditzen, born in Greifswald in 1893, 
was not a great writer or a major literary figure. His novels and short stories 
achieved popularity above all because of their gritty realism and their close 
attention to the humdrum detail of everyday life. He was a very German 
figure, who would have found it difficult to make a living from his writing in 
any other country. Emigration, therefore, was scarcely an option, and in any 
case, as a largely unpolitical writer and a non-Jew, Rudolf Ditzen did not see 


why he should leave.22 A member of no political party, and too popular an 


author to have been elected to august bodies like the Prussian Academy of 
Arts, he was not considered particularly objectionable by the regime. His 
books were not amongst those burned on the funeral pyres of literary freedom 
in Germany’s university towns on 10 May 1933. But he had no other means 
of making a living apart from his writing, and he had an expensive drinking 


habit to maintain. During the Weimar Republic, nervous breakdowns and 
bouts of drug addiction, alcoholism and delinquency had landed him for 
considerable periods of time in prisons and asylums. These provided the basis 


for a new novel, Once a Jailbird, completed in November 1933.81 

In order to get the book published, Ditzen felt it necessary to write a preface 
claiming that the appalling criminal justice system the book depicted was a 
thing of the past, an assertion which he must have known was the reverse of 
the truth. Even his publisher, Ernst Rowohlt, considered this ‘too 
ingratiating’. But Rowohlt himself had been obliged to make his own 
compromises. Half the books he had previously published were now banned, 
and to keep his firm going he replaced them with more acceptable titles, as 
well as engaging well-known right-wing figures, though not out-and-out 
Nazis, like Ernst von Salomon, a nationalist author who had been implicated 
in the murder of Walther Rathenau, the liberal, Jewish-born Foreign Minister 
of the early Weimar Republic. Behind the scenes, too, Rowohlt had worked to 
get American visas to enable his Jewish authors to emigrate, though as a 
private employer he was not obliged to dismiss his Jewish staff until 1936, 
and he kept on key figures such as Ditzen’s Jewish editor Paul Mayer. Income 
from the sale of foreign rights fell sharply as a result of Rowohlt’s enforced 
slashing of his list. Rowohlt became a Nazi Party member to try and ease his 
situation, while he employed Jewish typists and proof-readers and ex- 
Communist illustrators on a freelance basis behind the scenes. None of this 
saved him, however; his firm was taken over by the giant Ullstein Publishing 
House, itself now a part of the Nazis’ Eher Publishing House, and in July 
1938 he was expelled from the Reich Literary Chamber and banned from 
publishing. His firm was passed over to the German Publishing Institution, 
which eventually wound it up. He left for Brazil, retuming somewhat 
surprisingly in 1940 because he thought the Hitler regime by this time was on 


its last legs.82 

All this made life increasingly difficult for Ditzen, who relied a good deal 
on the close personal support of his publisher. Retreating to his modest and 
remote country home in Mecklenburg, he hoped to continue to make a living 
by writing fairy-tales and children’s books. In his serious social novels, he 
aimed at making enough concessions to the regime to keep it happy, while 
preserving the essence of his work intact and avoiding being co-opted into the 
regime’s violent antisemitism. This was not easy for someone whose novels 
were all about contemporary German life. In 1934, Ditzen tried to strike a 
balance by removing all references to the brownshirts from a new edition of 
Little Man - What Now? He turned a violent SA man into an aggressively 


inclined goal-keeper, while retaining the novel’s positive depiction of its 
Jewish characters. He refused to modify its description of the Communist 
sympathies of its heroine, ‘Lambkin’. But his most recent novel, Once a 
Jailbird, was fiercely attacked in the Nazi press for its supposedly 
sympathetic attitude to criminal ‘degenerates’. Ditzen riposted with a new 
novel set in the rural world of North Germany, Once We Had a Child (1934), 
which he hoped could appeal to Nazi ideas of ‘blood and soil’. In practice 
lacked most of the genre’s key features such as earth-mothers, racism, anti- 
intellectualism and above all the view of contact with the land as a source of 
national renewal (the main character in fact was a failure in life and remained 


so to the end).83 

Under growing pressure from the regime, Ditzen’s balancing act began to 
wobble ever more violently. His next novel, Old Heart Goes A-Journeying, 
not one of his best, ran into trouble because it depicted Christianity rather 
than Nazism as the basis for uniting the people. It led to his being classified 
by the Reich Literary Chamber as an ‘unwanted author’. Although the 
classification was soon revoked, Ditzen began to suffer from renewed bouts 
of depression serious enough to require hospitalization. However, another 
novel, Wolf among Wolves, set in the inflation of 1923, met with a more 
favourable response from the Nazis (‘a fantastic book’, Goebbels noted in his 
diary for 31 January 1938). They approved of its sharply critical portrayal of 
the Weimar Republic, and the book sold well on its publication in 1937. Its 
success led to Iron Gustav, a family saga centred around a conservative 
coachman who refused to compromise with the motor car. Intended from the 
start to be filmed, with Emil Jannings in the starring role, it attracted the 
attention of Goebbels himself, who insisted against the author’s original 
intentions that Ditzen bring the story up to 1933, when he had to show how 
the hero became a Nazi and the villain a Communist. Despite the fact that 
Ditzen went along with this humiliating compromise, the film was never 
made, because Alfred Rosenberg raised serious objections to any filming of a 
novel by ‘Hans Fallada’, and the book was quickly withdrawn from the 
bookshops after being criticized as destructive and subversive. Iron Gustav 
turned out in fact to be Ditzen’s last serious novel published under the Third 
Reich. The next one, The Drinker, a graphic portrayal of one man’s descent 
into alcoholism, written in the first person, ran counter to everything the Third 
Reich thought should be dealt with in works of literature. Interwoven with it 
on the pages of the manuscript, written upside-down, between the lines, and 
across the page, so as to make the whole extremely difficult to decipher, was a 
lengthy account of Ditzen’s own life under the Nazis, shot through with sharp 
criticism of the regime and suffused with guilt about the compromises he had 


made. Neither saw the light of day until after Ditzen’s death in 1947. At the 
time he was writing the manuscript, he was incarcerated in a prison for the 
criminally insane. ‘I know I’m weak,’ he wrote to his mother shortly after the 


war, ‘but not bad, never bad.’84 


Ill 


Rudolf Ditzen’s travails showed how limited the possibilities were for authors 
who remained in Germany. Nearly all of the country’s internationally famous 
writers were in exile, including Thomas and Heinrich Mann, Lion 
Feuchtwanger, Bertolt Brecht, Arnold Zweig, Erich Maria Remarque and 
many others. Here they quickly organized publishing ventures, refounded 
banned magazines, mounted lecture and reading tours, and tried to warn the 
rest of the world about the menace of Nazism. Many of the now-classic 
fictional accounts of the Nazi rise to power and the first years of the Third 
Reich came from this exile milieu in the mid-to-late 1930s, from 
Feuchtwanger’s The Oppermanns to Zweig’s The Axe of Wandsbek. Some, 
like Brecht’s The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui, asked why no one had stopped 
Hitler coming to power; others, like Klaus Mann’s Mephisto, explored the 
personal and moral motivations of those who had stayed on to work with the 
regime. None of these, needless to say, found any distribution within 
Germany itself. Any writer who had been associated with the anti-fascist 
movement in the Weimar Republic and had remained in Germany was either 


under constant surveillance or already in prison.22 


Probably the most prominent of these was the pacifist journalist and essayist 
Carl von Ossietzky, the editor of the famous left-wing periodical The World 
Stage (Die Weltbiihne), who had been unsparing in his ridiculing of Hitler 
before 30 January 1933. Imprisoned in concentration camps since the 
beginning of the Third Reich and badly maltreated by the guards, Ossietzky 
became the focus of an international campaign for the award of the Nobel 
Peace Prize among other things, for his work in exposing clandestine German 
rearmament in the late 1920s. The campaign succeeded in drawing attention 
to Ossietzky’s fragile state of health and in persuading the International Red 
Cross to put pressure on the regime for his release. Continual bad publicity in 
the foreign press over the beatings and insults Ossietzky had had to endure 
achieved the desired effect, and the journalist was transferred to a hospital in 
Berlin in May 1936 in order, as the Propaganda Ministry declared, ‘not to 
give foreign media the opportunity to accuse the German government of 
causing Ossietzky’s death in prison’. Despite all the efforts of the German 


government to stop it, Ossietzky was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 
November 1936. The writer was prevented from going to Oslo to accept it. 
His representative at the ceremony embezzled the prize money and Ossietzky 
never received a penny. Shortly afterwards, Hitler banned German citizens 
from receiving Nobel prizes, and founded a German National Prize for Art 
and Science instead. Ossietzky’s health never recovered from _ his 
maltreatment in the camps and he died, after two years in hospital, on 4 May 
1938. Only his widow and his physician were allowed to attend the 
cremation, and the regime saw to it that his ashes were buried in an unmarked 


grave,86 


Ossietzky had become a symbol of opposition without actually publishing a 
word since the end of the Weimar Republic. Open criticism of the regime 
while remaining in Germany rapidly became impossible; the most active 
literary opposition came from exiled Communist writers like Bertolt Brecht, 
Jan Petersen or Willi Bredel, whose work was smuggled into Germany from 
outside in clandestine pamphlets and periodicals. Such activities ceased once 
the Gestapo had smashed the underground Communist resistance, which is to 


say, from 1935 onwards.82 Less politically active writers who stayed in 
Germany were faced with the kind of choices that had so troubled Rudolf 
Ditzen. Many chose ‘inner emigration’, retreating from human subjects by 
writing about nature, replacing description of external events by introspection, 
or distancing themselves from the realities of the present by writing about far- 
distant times or topics tied to no particular time at all. Under this guise they 
could sometimes engage in veiled criticism of the regime, or at least write 
novels that could be taken as such. Werner Bergengruen’s novel The Great 
Tyrant and the Law-Court, for example, published in 1935, was praised by 
Nazi reviewers as ‘the Leader novel of the Renaissance age’ and its author 
obtained a special permit from the Reich Literary Chamber to continue 
publishing despite the fact that his wife was classified as three-quarters 
Jewish. Yet it was read by many for its critical portrayal of tyranny, terror, the 
abuse of power and the eventual remorse of the guilty tyrant. When it was 
serialized, the censors in the Ministry of Propaganda changed its title to The 
Temptation, cut obvious parallels with Hitler, such as the tyrant’s love of 
architecture, and excised all allusions to political life. The author was careful 
to disclaim any critical or satirical intent and indeed he had begun the book 
before 1933, intending it to be a broad meditation on the problem of power 
rather than a direct attack on the Nazi dictatorship. Nevertheless, issued as a 
single volume, unabridged, with the cuts made by the censors of the serialized 
version restored, and, once more under its original title, it became a major 


best-seller. The political circumstances of the Third Reich lent its message a 


sharp edge that its author seemed never to have intended.88 

Critiques such as Bergengruen’s came from the conservative end of the 
political spectrum, and were perhaps easier to smuggle through because they 
were written by authors who had never aroused suspicion as men of the left 
would have done. The disillusioned journalist and theatre critic Friedrich 
Reck-Malleczewen managed to publish a historical study of the sixteenth- 
century reign of terror unleashed in the city of Miinster by the Anabaptists 
under their leader Jan Bockelson, with the title Bockelson. History of a Mass 
Hysteria (Berlin, 1937) in which the parallels with Hitler and the mass 
enthusiasm he seemed to generate were obvious. Reck-Malleczewen was a 
more or less unknown author, whose pseudo-aristocratic contempt for the 
mob won him few friends; Ernst Jiinger, one of Germany’s most prominent 
right-wing writers, was a different case altogether. Already a best-selling 
writer for his graphic and heroic depiction of the soldier’s experience of the 
First World War, he had been close to the Nazis during the 1920s but was ill 
at ease under the Third Reich. In his short novel On the Marble Cliffs, Jiinger 
depicted a vague, symbolic world, sometimes located in the past, sometimes 
in the present, centred on a tyrant who has come to power by undermining a 
decaying democracy and now rules by force and terror. Jiinger always denied, 
even after 1945, any political intentions in writing the novel, and the vague, 
pre-industrial setting for its story certainly bore few resemblances to Nazi 
Germany. The book, published in 1939, sold 12,000 copies within a year, and 
was frequently reprinted. And yet, many readers understood it to be a 
powerful attack on the Nazi regime, a clear act of literary resistance. In the 
circumstances of the Third Reich, context could condition a book’s reception 


far more than its author’s intentions did.22 

Jiinger was protected from interference, perhaps, because he was a war 
hero, much admired by Hitler and Goebbels. Others never had any need of 
protection. There were plenty of journeymen writers prepared to turn out 
‘blood-and-soil’ novels set in an idyllic and mythical world of German 
peasant farmers, to celebrate heroes of the Nazi pantheon such as the 
murdered brownshirt Horst Wessel, or to pen fawning lyrics praising the 


greatness of Germany’s Leader.22 Speaking to the Reich Chamber of Culture 
on 15 November 1933, Goebbels - himself the author of a novel - 
recommended writers to depict Germany’s reawakening in a positive light. He 


advocated a ‘steely Romanticism’ as the basic approach to take.2 Versifiers 
celebrated Nazi values and the reawakening of the German spirit: ‘Germany 
lies not in parliaments and government palaces’, wrote Kurt Eggers in 1934, 


but: 


Where the brown earth bears its fruits, 

Where the lord’s hand holds the reins, there lies Germany. 

Where columns march and battle-cries sound, there lies Germany. 
Where poverty and self-sacrifice build themselves memorial sites 
And where defiant eyes blaze towards the enemy, 

Where hearts hate and fists are raised: 


There germinates, there grows new life for Germany!22 


Under the Weimar Republic, Nazi songs and verses had concentrated on 
raising the spirits of Party members in their struggle against everything they 
hated - the Republic, the Jews, ‘reaction’, parliamentarism. From 1933 
onwards, however, such sentiments gave way to a broader appeal to the entire 
German nation to mobilize against the country’s enemies within and without. 
Violent hatred was still present, but it was overlaid now with cloying encomia 
to the new Germany, the new Reich and above all, the new Leader. Speaking, 
in his imagination, for the German people, the lyricist Fritz Sotke addressed 
Hitler in 1934: 


Lead us home. 

Be your path uneven, 

And leading over the abyss, 
Over rock and iron wastes, 
We will follow you. 


If you ask us for all we have, 
We will give it to you, because we believe in you. 


We swear allegiance to you, 
None can break this oath - 
Even you - only death can break it! 


And that is the fulfilment of our being.23 


Death was often close to the surface in such lyrics, generalizing the Nazi 
myth of sacrifice and martyrdom into a general principle for the entire 


German people.24 


Authors of such verses were hardly well-known literary figures. One of the 
leading German literary and artistic movements of the 1920s and early 1930s 
was Expressionism, whose exponents were mostly on the left, though a few, 
like the playwright Hanns Johst, did lend their services to the Nazis from 
1933 onwards; Johst indeed became head of the Reich Literary Chamber and 


wielded considerable power under the new regime.22 The values of 


Expressionism did in fact bear a superficial resemblance to those of the 
National Socialists, emphasizing emotional self-expression, the virtues of 
youth, the evils of the industrial world, the banalities of the bourgeoisie, and 
the remaking of the human spirit in a revolt against the intellect. On the other 
hand, Expressionism gained much of its originality from a very un-Nazi 
rejection of naturalism in favour of the direct communication of emotion from 
the soul, often avoiding the realistic depiction of outward appearances. The 
Expressionists’ radical, often unconventional style rendered them on the 
whole unacceptable to the Nazi cultural apparatus. The most celebrated 
literary convert from Expressionism to National Socialism, the writer 
Gottfried Benn, was a case in point. Already an established poet in the 1920s, 
Benn had another life as a medical practitioner that drew him into the orbit of 
the racial hygienists. He saw the coming to power of the Nazis as an 
opportunity for his profession to put the principles of eugenics into effect at 
last. Previously unpolitical, he now proclaimed his allegiance to the new 
Reich. He threw himself energetically into purging the Academy of dissident 
writers. When he was taken to task for this by Klaus Mann, the exiled son of 
the novelist Thomas Mann, and himself a prominent writer, Benn replied that 
only those who stayed on in Germany could understand the release of creative 


energy which the coming of the Third Reich had brought about.2© 

Although his poetry was pure, elevated and far removed from the struggles 
of everyday life, Benn none the less praised the regime’s revivification of 
faith in German nature and rural life. He regarded Hitler as the great restorer 
of German dignity and honour. But after the initial purges of the Academy, 
Benn fell rapidly out of favour with the regime. As the Nazi cultural 
establishment turned its guns on Expressionism in music, art and literature, 
Benn made things worse for himself by attempting to defend it. The fact that 
he did so in terms he thought would appeal to the Nazis, as anti-liberal, 
primal, Aryan, born of the spirit of 1914, did not impress those who 
denounced it as unpatriotic, over-intellectual, perverse and immoral. ‘If 
anyone is to be named as the moving spirit of the bolshevistic delight in the 
disgusting that celebrates its orgies in degenerate art,’ one of his critics told 
him, ‘then you have a right to be the first to be put in the pillory.’ Poems with 
titles such as Flesh, Whores’ Crusade, Syphilis Quadrille and similar 


‘pornopoetry’ proved it, he said.22 Benn was expelled from the Reich 
Chamber of Literature in March 1938. Banned from publishing any more 
verse, he had already taken up a post in the War Ministry in July 1937. In 
January 1934 he had written: ‘As far as the future is concerned, it seems 


natural to me that no book should be allowed to appear in Germany that holds 
the new state in contempt.’ When his own books were put into this category, 
because their aesthetic spirit was considered alien to the new state’s culture, 


he had no response.22 


As the problems encountered by Rudolf Ditzen and Gottfried Benn showed, 
the regime had multifarious ways of controlling the literary output of its 
citizens. Membership of the Reich Chamber of Literature was compulsory not 
only for all writers, poets, screenwriters, dramatists, critics and translators, but 
also for publishing houses, booksellers first-and second-hand, lending 
libraries and anything connected with the book trade, including scientific, 
academic and technical publications. Jews were excluded, as were any 
dissidents or people with a politically suspect past. Backing this up was a 
plethora of different censorship institutions. They based their activities on a 
decree issued almost immediately after the appointment of Hitler as Reich 
Chancellor, on 4 February 1933, which allowed the seizure by the police of 
any books that ‘tended to endanger public security and order’. Armed with 
this weapon, censors scarcely needed the additional powers granted by the 
Reichstag Fire Decree on 28 February 1933. In addition, the Criminal Code 
had long contained provisions for the seizure and suppression of allegedly 
dangerous books, and there was a lengthy and legally legitimate tradition of 
confiscating and banning ‘dirty and trashy literature (Schund- und 


Schmutzliteratur)’.22 

Soon libraries and bookshops were being raided, often in rapid succession, 
by agents of the Criminal Police, the Gestapo, the Interior Ministry, the 
courts, local authorities and the Supreme Censorship Authority for Dirty and 
Trashy Literature, based in Leipzig. The Hitler Youth, the brownshirts and the 
Nazi students’ organization were equally vigilant in rooting out books by 
Jews, pacifists, Marxists and other proscribed authors. Rosenberg’s Fighting 
League for German Culture played its part too, as did the Official Party 
Censorship Commission, which had to vet publications produced by the Party 
itself. By December 1933 over a thousand titles had been banned by these 
various institutions. After the book-burning in university towns on 10 May 
1933, the book trade journal issued a blacklist of 300 titles from 139 authors 
in the field of literature, following this up with 68 authors and 120 works in 
the fields of politics, and further lists covering other areas. Not only German 
books were affected. Banned foreign works ranged from Charles Dickens’s 
Oliver Twist to Sir Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe and virtually anything else either 
written by a Jewish author, dealing with a Jewish theme or featuring a Jewish 
character. Foreign books were not banned as such, and popular non-German 


authors in the Third Reich ranged from the blood-and-soil novelist Knut 
Hamsun to the social critic John Steinbeck and the adventure story writer C. 
S. Forester, creator of the fictional naval captain Horatio Hornblower. The 
confusion and overlap of different censoring bodies may have been a nuisance 
to the tidy-minded, but it achieved the removal of objectionable literature 


many times over 120 Four thousand one hundred different printed works were 


banned by a total of forty different censorship bodies in 1934 alone.101 In the 
first two to three years of the Third Reich, literature by Jewish writers 
disappeared from public bookshelves, and Jewish poets such as Heinrich 
Heine were now condemned as superficial imitations of true German writing. 
The works of non-Jewish classic writers like Goethe and Schiller were 
reinterpreted in a manner suitable to the regime’s ideology. Inconveniently 
philosemitic plays such as Lessing’s Nathan the Wise were dropped from 


theatre repertories,102 


Control over the theatre was in some ways easier than control over books, 
since all performances were basically public events. It was entrusted to the 
Propaganda Ministry by a Theatre Law passed on 15 May 1934, which 
enabled Goebbels to license all theatres and performances, including amateur 
dramatic societies, and limited the prerogatives of other institutions such as 
the police in this respect. The Reich Theatre Chamber for its part licensed 
actors, directors and stage and theatre staff, excluding Jews and the politically 
unreliable in the usual way. The Chamber’s President, Reich Literary and 
Artistic Theatre Director Rainer Schl6sser, ordered that there should be a 
four-to-one ratio of German plays to foreign plays in the programme of every 
theatre, and censored new plays in advance. More controversially, the Theatre 
Chamber harassed and in some cases closed down amateur theatre companies 
in the economic interests of the professionals, who were still plagued by 
underemployment as a result of the Depression. Complaints from irate local 
amateur dramatic societies flooded in to the Propaganda Minister, who 


overruled the Chamber in March 1935.23 As in other areas, Goebbels was 
careful not to carry his cultural revolution to such lengths that the popular 
demand for entertainment was stifled by ideological correctness. Theatres 
across Germany continued to offer high-quality performances of the classics, 
and people who felt alienated from the regime could take refuge in the 
thought that here, at least, German culture was still alive and flourishing. A 
great actor such as Gustav Griindgens claimed after 1945 that his theatre, like 
others, had remained an island of cultural excellence amidst the surrounding 
barbarities under the Third Reich. However, he lived in a villa that had been 
‘Aryanized’ from its former Jewish owner, and cultivated close relations with 


Hermann Goring and his wife. Institutions such as the Munich Chamber 
Theatre did not become pure instruments of Nazi propaganda, and the number 


of Party members on the staff remained extremely low.94 Not all theatres 
were able to resist the pressure to conform. While fewer than 5 per cent of the 
plays performed by the Munich Chamber Theatre under the Third Reich - 
roughly 8 per cent - could be described as openly or implicitly Nazi, the 
proportion at the Diisseldorf Theatre, at 29 per cent, was far higher. A study of 
four theatres in Berlin, Liibeck and Bochum has shown that only 8 per cent of 
the 309 plays they put on between 1933 and 1945 purveyed Nazi ideology in 
any kind of recognizable form. Yet even the least conformist theatres could 
not mount new, critical or radical plays, or plays banned by the regime. They 
had to follow the dictates of the regime in outward appearance at least, in the 
language and presentation of their programmes for example, or in their 
relationship with Party leaders in Munich. Their flight into the classics was a 
form of escapism to which Goebbels, who was always alive to the political 
advantages of allowing people to get away temporarily from the incessant 
demands of political mobilization and propaganda, was never likely to 


object. 402 

Goebbels tolerated mainstream theatre’s presentation of the classics, even 
where, as in some of Shakespeare’s plays, they dealt with themes such as 
tyranny and rebellion (though The Merchant of Venice told a story far more 
congenial to Nazi cultural arbiters). But he was not slow to clamp down in 
another area, namely a radical movement to create a truly Nazi form of 
theatre, in the self-styled Thingspiel, or ‘meeting-play’ (after the Old Norse 
for ‘meeting’), which flourished briefly in the early years of the Third Reich. 
Performing specially written political and pseudo-Nordic dramas in purpose- 
built open-air theatres, these ritualistic plays put into dramatic form the Nazi 
cult of hero-worship and celebration of the glorious dead. But they also 
involved audience participation, speech-choruses and other elements of the 
Communist-inspired workers’ theatre movement of the Weimar period. And 
some of their techniques had too close an affinity with the revolutionary 
aspects of Expressionist drama for even Goebbels to find them comfortable. 
Nor, despite the construction of over forty Thing theatres and the mounting of 
several hundred performances, were they particularly popular or financially 
successful. Goebbels banned the use of the word Thing in connection with the 
Party in October 1935 and went on to outlaw the use of speech-choruses in 
May the following year. This effectively killed the movement off, and it 


quickly went into a decline from which it never recovered. 106 
Goebbels thought that dramatists, novelists and other writers should aim to 


capture the spirit of the new times, not its outer manifestations. 107 This left 
at least some room for manoeuvre. Those who were careful not to offend 
could meet with a considerable degree of success in such circumstances, 
amongst a book-buying and book-reading public that remained avid for new 
work. Nevertheless, it was undeniable that many of the best-selling books in 
Germany during the 1930s often treated themes close to the Nazi heart. Kuni 
Tremel-Eggert’s novel Barb, published in 1933, sold 750,000 copies within 
ten years; it did little more than purvey in fictionalized form the key Nazi 
tenets about women’s place in society. Perhaps the most successful author of 
the period, Paul Coelestin Ettighofer, sold 330,000 copies of Verdun, the 
Supreme Judgment , between 1936 and 1940. Ettighofer’s novels were self- 
conscious responses to Remarque’s grimly realistic view of the First World 
War in All Quiet on the Western Front: they glorified combat and were full of 
ideologically driven portrayals of heroism and self-sacrifice on the battle- 
front. Even more explicitly Nazi was Karl Aloys Schenzinger’s novel Hitler 
Youth Quex, published in 1932, which sold 244,000 copies by 1940, probably 
helped by the fact that the story had been filmed and shown in cinemas across 
Germany. Among ‘blood-and-soil’ novels, Theodor Kréger’s The Forgotten 
Village sold 325,000 copies between 1934 and 1939, and Gottfried 
Rothacker’s The Village on the Border 200,000 from 1936 to 1940. Some 
extremely popular books, like Hans Zéberlein’s Conscience’s Command, 
which sold 480,000 copies from 1936, the year of its publication, to 1943, 
purveyed a spirit of antisemitism that was hardly less virulent than that of 
Hitler himself, with frequent references to Jewish ‘vermin’ and similar 
biological terms inviting readers implicitly to regard extermination as the only 
way to deal with the Jews. With other previously popular authors often 
banned, such literature had less competition than it would otherwise have 


done.128 Moreover, as in the case of newspapers and periodicals, overtly 
political novels and histories also benefited from mass orders by Nazi Party 
organizations. Given the massive propaganda effort that went into boosting 
sales of such works, it would have been surprising if they had not sold well. 
What the Nazis wanted from books was demonstrated in propaganda events 
such as the German Book Week, held annually from 1934 onwards. ‘Sixty 
million people will be roused at the end of October by the drumbeat of book 
promotion,’ declared one of the leading organizers of the 1935 event. These 
‘days of mobilization’ would ‘implement inner military preparedness from the 


spiritual angle in the cause of building up our people’ 492 Speaking beneath a 
huge banner advertising ‘The Book: A Sword of the Spirit’, the Vice- 
President of the Reich Chamber of Literature declared on one such occasion: 


‘Books are weapons. Weapons belong in the hands of fighters. To be a fighter 


for Germany means to be a National Socialist.’218 

Yet, as in other areas of culture, Goebbels realized that entertainment was 
important to keep people contented and take their minds off the problems of 
the present. He managed to fend off Rosenberg’s attempt to prioritize overtly 
ideological literature, and from 1936 onwards, the best-seller lists were 
dominated by popular literature with only an indirect political relevance. The 
comic novels of Heinrich Spoerl, such as Burnt Rum and Red Wine Punch, 
which sold 565,000 copies from 1933 to 1944, were extremely popular; they 
satirized the ‘littke man’ of the Weimar years, unable to readjust to the new 
climate of the Third Reich. 

Even more widely read were Schenziger’s scientific novels, which balanced 
out the nostalgia purveyed by ‘blood-and-soil’ literature by celebrating 
modern inventions, scientific discoveries and industrial growth: his Anilin 
was the most popular of all novels published in the Third Reich, selling 
920,000 copies from 1937 to 1944, and he followed this up with Metal, which 
sold 540,000 copies between 1939 and 1943. Foreign writers continued to be 
published in Nazi Germany if they did not overtly offend the Nazis’ 
ideological susceptibilities; Trygve Gulbranssen’s romances, with titles like 
And the Woods Sing for Ever and The Legacy of Bjérndal, published in 
German in 1934 and 1936 respectively, both sold over half a million copies 
by the time the Third Reich was over, and another world best-seller, Margaret 
Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind, found 300,000 German purchasers within four 
years of its publication in German in 1937 and was only the most popular of a 
wide variety of American cultural offerings imported into Germany during the 


1930s.411 Many that had been published before 1914 and were still thought 
by the regime to be more or less acceptable continued to sell in their hundreds 
of thousands. They offered to those who sought it a return in the imagination 
to a sane and stable world. Just as popular were the reliable pleasures of a 
well-known author such as Karl May, whose turn-of-the-century stories of the 
Wild West some have seen as adumbrating Nazi values before their time; 
certainly, they were enjoyed by many committed Nazis, including Hitler 


himself +42 Ordinary Germans did not swallow Nazi literature whole; on the 
contrary, they chose for themselves what they wanted to read, and from the 
mid-1930s onwards, much of this was not overtly Nazi at all. The success of 
the Nazi ambition of creating a new human being permeated by Nazi values 


was as limited here as it was in other areas of German culture 13 


PROBLEMS OF PERSPECTIVE 


I 


Alongside the ‘new objectivity’ (Neue Sachlichkeit), Expressionism was in 
many ways the dominant movement not only in German literature but also in 


German art during the Weimar Republic.+14 Its most widely acceptable face 


was represented by the sculptor Ernst Barlach, whose work was heavily 
influenced by the primitive peasant art he encountered on a visit to Russia 
before the First World War. Barlach produced solid, stumpy, stylized, self- 
consciously folksy sculptures of human figures, first of all carved in wood, 
later in other media such as stucco and bronze. The figures were usually given 
a monumental, immobile quality by being depicted draped in stylized robes or 
cloaks. They were popular, and he received numerous commissions after 1918 
for war memorials in many parts of Germany. Elected to the Prussian 
Academy of Arts in 1919, he had become an establishment figure by the mid- 
1920s, and was known for his hostility to abstraction, his critical distance 
from the rest of the Expressionist movement itself, and his steadfast refusal to 
engage in party politics. His art might have been expected to appeal to the 
Nazis, and indeed Joseph Goebbels recorded his admiration for one of 
Barlach’s sculptures in a diary entry in the mid-1920s and was said later to 


have displayed two small figures by Barlach in his house.4/2 The Propaganda 


Minister invited Barlach, along with some other Expressionist artists 
including Karl Schmidt-Rottluff, to the opening ceremony of the Reich 
Chamber of Culture, and his inclination to support them was backed by a 
campaign launched by members of the Nazi Students’ League in Berlin for a 
new kind of Nordic modernism, based on an Expressionism purged of Jewish 


artists and abstract images 116 


But these efforts foundered on the hostility of Alfred Rosenberg on the one 
hand, and the refusal of Barlach himself to compromise with the regime on 
the other. Rosenberg denounced Barlach and the Expressionists in the pages 
of the Racial Observer and branded the Berlin students as outmoded 
revolutionaries along the lines of the disgraced Nazi leftist Otto Strasser. For 
his part, Barlach refused the invitation to the opening of the Reich Chamber 
of Culture. He had come to feel the hostility of the regime at a local level, and 
commissions for war memorials, plans for exhibitions and publications of his 
writings started to be cancelled soon after the appointment of Hitler as Reich 


Chancellor in January 1933. His monuments to the war dead had already run 
into criticism in the early 1930s from right-wing veterans’ associations such 
as the Steel Helmets for their refusal to portray German soldiers of the First 
World war as heroic figures dying in a noble cause. Germanic racists accused 
Barlach of showing German soldiers with the features of Slavic sub-humans. 
Living in the strongly National Socialist province of Mecklenburg, Barlach 
began to be exposed to anonymous letters and insults posted on the front door 
of his house. He felt obliged to withdraw his acceptance of a commission for 


a new war memorial in Stralsund under this pressure.+1Z Barlach had stayed 
in Germany partly because he hoped that the Third Reich would respect the 
creative freedom of the artist, partly because, given the kind of work he did, it 


would not have been easy for him to make a living elsewhere 118 By the 
beginning of May 1933 he was already disillusioned. “The fawning cowardice 
of this magnificent era’, he wrote bitterly to his brother, ‘makes one go red up 


to the ears and beyond to think that one is German.’119 

Barlach’s unacceptability to the regime became clearer in 1933-4. The most 
controversial of his war memorials was a large wooden sculpture located in 
Magdeburg Cathedral. It showed three figures - a helmeted skeleton, a veiled 
woman pressing her fists together in agony and a bare-headed man with a gas 
mask between his arms, closing his eyes and clutching his head in despair - 
rising from the ground in front of the stylized forms of three soldiers, draped 
in greatcoats and standing side by side. The soldier in the middle has a 
bandage on his head and rests his hands on a large cross with the dates of the 
war on it, thus forming the centrepiece of the whole ensemble. Soon after 
Hitler’s appointment as Chancellor, the press began to carry petitions for its 
removal, encouraged by Alfred Rosenberg, who described its figures as ‘little 
half-idiotic, morose-looking bastard variations of indefinable human types 


with Soviet helmets’ in the Racial Observer in July 1933429 while 
negotiations dragged on between the Propaganda Ministry, the Church and the 
Party about its removal, the press campaign against Barlach escalated. 
Allegations that he was Jewish prompted Barlach to respond that he did not 
want to issue a public rebuttal since he did not feel insulted by the claim. His 
friends researched his ancestry and published evidence that he was not 
Jewish. It filled his heart with sadness, he wrote, to think that such a thing 


was necessary.+24 The memorial was eventually taken down towards the end 


of 1934 and placed in storage 122 Barlach defended himself from widespread 
attacks on his art as ‘un-German’ by pointing to the fact that its roots lay 
among the North German peasantry amongst whom he lived. Now in his mid- 


sixties, he found it difficult to understand how his sculptures could arouse 
such venomous hostility. In an attempt to deflect it, he signed a declaration in 
support of Hitler’s assumption of the headship of state after the death of 
Hindenburg in August 1934. But this did nothing to assuage the Nazi Party 
leadership in Mecklenburg, and the regional government began to remove his 
works from the state museum. 

Many of Barlach’s admirers, including enthusiastic supporters of the Nazi 
movement, found such treatment difficult to accept. The Nazi girls’ 
organization official Melita Maschmann, for example, admired his work and 
could not understand why he had been branded by the Nazis as 


‘degenerate’ 123 In the end, however, Barlach fell foul of the regime because 
his work went against the Nazi glorification of war, because he refused to 
compromise his art, because he responded assertively to criticism and because 
he made no secret of his dislike of Nazi Germany’s cultural policies. In 1936, 
the Bavarian police seized all the copies of a new book of his drawings from 
the publisher’s warehouse in Munich. They were acting on the orders of 
Goebbels: ‘Have banned a crazy book by Barlach,’ he wrote in his diary: ‘It 
isn’t art. It is destructive, incompetent nonsense. Disgusting! This poison 


must not enter our people.’ £24 The Gestapo added insult to injury by 
describing the drawings as ‘art-bolshevik expressions of a destructive concept 
of art not appropriate to our age’. The book was placed on the index of 
forbidden literature. Despite his continued protests at the injustices to which 
he was being subjected, Barlach became progressively more isolated. He was 
forced to resign from the Prussian Academy of Arts in 1937. ‘When day after 
day one has to expect the threatened, deadly blow, work stops by itself,’ he 


wrote. ‘I resemble someone driven into a corner, the pack at his heels,’422 
His health underwent a serious decline, and he died in hospital of a heart 


attack on 24 October 1938.28 

The kind of sculptor for whom the Nazis could feel a genuine enthusiasm 
was Arno Breker. Born in 1900, Breker belonged to a younger generation 
than Barlach. During his student days he had produced a number of sculptures 
that clearly showed the older man’s influence. A lengthy stay in Paris, from 
1927 to 1932, put him firmly under the aegis of Aristide Maillol, whose 
figurative style now shaped his own. During a sojourn in Rome early in 1933, 
when he was working on the restoration of a damaged sculpture by 
Michelangelo, he met Goebbels, who recognized his talent and encouraged 
him to return to Germany. After winding up his affairs in Paris, Breker duly 
obliged. Previously unpolitical, indeed as an expatriate not very well 
informed about German politics at all, he quickly fell under the spell of the 


Nazis. Breker’s style was framed mainly by non-German influences - 
Classical Greek sculpture, Michelangelo, Maillol. Some of his busts, like one 
of the Impressionist painter Max Liebermann, completed in 1934, were 
penetrating, subtle and full of illuminating detail. But soon he was smoothing 
over the rough edges of his work, rendering it more impersonal, and giving it 
a more monumental, less intimate quality, projecting toughness, hardness and 
aggression in his figures rather than the softer human qualities with which he 
had endowed them in the 1920s. By the mid-1930s, Breker was producing 
massive, musclebound, superdimensional male nudes, Aryan supermen in 


stone.122 


This soon paid dividends. Prizewinning entries in a competition mounted in 
1936 on the theme of sporting achievement won him an increasing number of 
official commissions. In 1937 he joined the Nazi Party to smooth the way for 
further official patronage. Breker became personally acquainted with Hitler, 
who put his bust of Wagner in his private quarters in Berchtesgaden. He was 
nominated ‘Official State Sculptor’ on Hitler’s birthday in 1937 and given a 
huge studio with forty-three employees to help him with his work. He became 
an influential figure, lionized by Goring and other leading Nazis and 
protected by them from any criticism. In 1937 his work was given a 
prominent place in the German pavilion at the Paris World Exposition. In 
1938 he designed two massive male nudes to be placed at the entrance to the 
newly built Reich Chancellery - Torch Bearer and Sword Bearer. Others 
followed, notably Readiness, in 1939, a muscly male figure frowning in 
hatred at an unseen enemy, his right hand about to draw a sword from its 
scabbard to begin the fight. Breker became a wealthy man, enjoying a huge 
variety of favours and decorations, including several houses, massive 
subsidies and of course large fees for his public work. Lifeless, inhuman, 
striking contrived poses of unbridled menace, and embodying the empty, 
declamatory assertion of an imagined collective will, Breker’s sculptures 
became the hallmark of the public artistic taste of the Third Reich. Their 
almost machine-like quality placed them unmistakeably in the twentieth 
century; they looked forward to the new type of human being whose creation 
was one of the primary aims of Nazi cultural policy, unthinkingly physical, 


aggressive, ready for war128 


II 


By the time Breker came to public prominence, the cultural managers of the 
Third Reich had effectively disposed of abstract, modernist art of the kind 


they were accustomed to describe as ‘degenerate’. Hitler’s own tastes played 
a role here greater perhaps than in any other area of cultural policy apart from 
architecture. He himself had once attempted to make a career as an artist, but 


from the very beginning he had rejected modernism in all its varieties.+22 


Once in power, he turned his prejudices into policy. On 1 September 1933 
Hitler told the Nuremberg Party Rally that it was time for a new, German art. 
The coming of the Third Reich, he said, ‘leads ineluctably to a new 
orientation in almost every area of the people’s life’. The effects ‘of this 
spiritual revolution’ must be felt in art too. Art must reflect the racial soul of 
the people. The idea that art was international must be rejected as decadent, 
and Jewish. He condemned what he saw as its expression ‘in the cubist- 
dadaist cult of primitivism’ and in cultural Bolshevism and announced in its 
stead ‘a new artistic Renaissance of the Aryan human being’. And he warned 
that modernist artists would not be forgiven their past sins: 


In the cultural sphere, too, the National Socialist movement and 
leadership of the state must not tolerate mountebanks or incompetents 
suddenly changing their colours and thus, as if nothing had happened, 
taking a place in the new state so that they can talk big about art and 
cultural policy . . . Either the monstrous products of their production at 
that time reflected a genuine inner experience, in which case they are a 
danger to the healthy sense of our people and belong in medical care, or 
they were just done to make money, in which case they are guilty of 
fraud and belong in the care of another appropriate institution. In no 
way do we want the cultural expression of our Reich to be distorted by 


these elements; for this is not their state, but ours. 130 


Nineteen thirty-three had seen, accordingly, a massive purge of Jewish artists, 
abstract artists, semi-abstract artists, left-wing artists and indeed almost all the 
artists in Germany at the time who had any kind of international reputation. 
Declarations of support for the new regime, even Nazi Party membership 
since the earliest days, as in the case of the primitivist painter and sculptor 
Emil Nolde, failed to save those of whose earlier work Hitler disapproved. 
The few artists of distinction who remained in the hope of better times to 


come, like Ernst Barlach, were quickly disillusioned.431 

In 1933, Jewish, Social Democratic, liberal and leftist art museum directors 
had been summarily removed from their posts and replaced with people 
deemed by the Nazis to be more reliable. The Folkwang Museum in Essen 
was even put into the hands of an SS officer, Klaus Graf Baudissin, who had 
the museum’s famous murals by Oskar Schlemmer, an artist closely 


associated with the Bauhaus, painted over. Yet art museum directors 
continued to show works of which the more extreme wing of the Nazi Party 
disapproved. Even Baudissin, a trained art historian, kept works by Oskar 
Kokoschka, Franz Marc and Emil Nolde on show well into 1935. The 
Director of the Bavarian State Painting Collections, Ernst Buchner, a Nazi 
Party member since 1 May 1933, fought for the right to exhibit the work of a 
Jewish-German artist such as the Impressionist Max Liebermann and in 1935 
successfully resisted attempts by the Reich Education and Religion Minister 
Bernhard Rust to force him to sell off works by Van Gogh and the French 
Impressionists, to whom the Nazis objected not least because they were not 
German. When Hitler personally removed the long-term and pro-modernist 
Director of the National Gallery, Ludwig Justi, from his post in 1933, his 
successor, Alois Schardt, organized a spectacular new exhibition of German 
art that included works by Nolde and a variety of Expressionists. Visiting the 
gallery for a preview, Education Minister Bernhard Rust was outraged. He 
immediately fired the new director and ordered the exhibition to be 
dismantled; Schardt emigrated to the United States after presiding at a small 
Berlin gallery over an exhibition of work by Franz Marc that was closed 
down by the Gestapo the day it opened in May 1936. Schardt’s successor 
Eberhard Hanfstaengl, previously a gallery director in Munich, fared no 
better; he fell foul of Hitler when the Leader paid a surprise visit and saw 
some Expressionist works on the walls. On 30 October 1936 the new wing of 
the National Gallery was closed after it had housed an exhibition that 


included paintings by Paul Klee.422 Similar closures now followed 
elsewhere. Over the period since the middle of 1933, gallery and museum 
directors, including those appointed by the Nazis themselves, had fought a 
cultural guerrilla war against the demands of local Nazi bosses to remove 
paintings of one kind or another from exhibition. A few, like Hanfstaengl, had 
continued to purchase modern art, though he discreetly left it out of the 
museum’s published catalogue. But the time for such compromises and 


evasions was how over.t33 


From the very beginning, some of the most fanatical of the Nazi art gallery 
and museum directors organized shows of the modernist works they had 
withdrawn from exhibition, under titles such as ‘Chamber of Art Horrors’, 
‘Images of Cultural Bolshevism’, ‘Mirrors of Decadence in Art’ or ‘The Spirit 
of November: Art in the Service of Decay’. Those exhibited included Max 
Beckmann, Otto Dix and George Grosz, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Franz Marc, 
August Macke, Karl Schmidt-Rottluff and Emil Nolde. German-based foreign 
artists such as Alexei Jawlensky and Vassily Kandinsky also featured, 


alongside the inevitable Cubists and avant-garde artists from other 


countries.134 The inclusion of Macke and Marc caused particular controversy 


because they had both been killed on the front in the First World War, and 
veterans’ associations objected to the insult their proscription did to their 


memory.122 Some of the earliest of these exhibitions, held already in 1933, 


had aroused strong protests on the part of art-loving visitors, leading in some 
cases to their arrest. But within a very short space of time, such opposition 
became impossible. By the mid-1930s exhibitions of this kind had been 
mounted in sixteen different cities. Hitler visited the most important of them, 
in Dresden, in August 1935. Close inspection of the offending works 
prompted him to deliver another lengthy diatribe against them at the 
Nuremberg Party Rally shortly afterwards, the third time he had used this 
occasion to lecture his followers on the subject. Clearly, Goebbels needed to 
fall into line if he was to prevent Rosenberg, Rust and the other anti- 
modernists from taking over the lead in cultural policy. So, in June 1936, he 
acted. ‘Horrible examples of art Bolshevism’, he wrote in his diary, ‘have 
been brought to my attention’, as if he had not seen them before; ‘I want to 
arrange an exhibit in Berlin of art from the period of degeneracy. So that 
people can see and learn to recognize it.’ By the end of the month he had 
obtained Hitler’s permission to requisition ‘German degenerate art since 
1910’ (the date of the first abstract painting, by the Munich-based Russian 
artist Vassily Kandinsky) from public collections for the show. Many in the 
Propaganda Ministry were reluctant to go along with the project. Its political 
opportunism was cynical even by Goebbels’s standards. He knew that Hitler’s 
hatred of artistic modernism was unquenchable, and so he decided to gain 


favour by pandering to it, even though he did not share it himself,43© 

The exhibition’s organization was entrusted to Adolf Ziegler, President of 
the Reich Chamber for the Visual Arts, and a painter of classical nudes whose 
pedantic realism earned him the popular nickname of the ‘Reich Master of 


Pubic Hair’ +32 Armed with commissions from Goebbels and Hitler, Ziegler 
and his entourage toured German galleries and museums and picked out 
works to be taken to the new exhibition. Museum directors, including 
Buchner and Hanfstaengl, were furious, refused to co-operate, and pleaded 
with Hitler to obtain compensation if the confiscated works were sold abroad. 
Such resistance was not tolerated, and Hanfstaengl lost his job at the Berlin 
National Gallery as a result. One hundred and eight works were seized from 
the Munich collections, and comparable numbers from museums 


elsewhere.438 When the Degenerate Art show opened in Munich, long 


recognized as Germany’s art capital, on 19 July, 1937, visitors found that the 


650 or so works it contained were deliberately badly displayed, hung at odd 
angles, poorly lit, and jammed up together on the walls, higgledy-piggledy, 
under general titles such as ‘Farmers Seen by Jews’, ‘Insult to German 


Womanhood’ and ‘Mockery of God’ 139 Ironically, the diagonal lines and the 
graffitoid slogans on the walls owed something to the design techniques of 
the Dada movement, one of the exhibition’s prime targets. Here, however, 
they were intended to express a congruity between the art produced by mental 
asylum inmates, a major point of discussion amongst liberal psychiatrists 
under the Weimar Republic, and the distorted perspectives adopted by the 
Cubists and their ilk, a point made explicit in much of the propaganda 
surrounding the assault on degenerate art as the product of degenerate human 


beings. 142 


Hitler toured the exhibition before it opened to the public, and devoted a 
major part of a speech on the eve of its inauguration to a ferocious 
denunciation of the works it showed: 


Never has the human race been closer in appearance and temperament 
to Antiquity than today. Sporting, competitive and combative games are 
steeling millions of youthful bodies and they are increasingly taking on 
a form and constitution that have not perhaps been seen for a thousand 
years, indeed have scarcely been dreamed of . . . This type of human 
being, my art-stutterer gentlemen, is the type of the new age. And what 
do you knock together? Malformed cripples and cretins, women who 
can only arouse repulsion. Men who are nearer to animals than to 
humans, children who, if they lived so, would virtually have to be 


regarded as curses of God!141 


He even instructed the Reich Interior Ministry to investigate the defective 
visual capacities he thought had partly led to such distortion. They were, he 
thought, inherited. Cubists and others who did not stick to slavishly accurate 


representations of their human subjects were to be sterilized. 142 

In fact, the most important criteria for the selection of works to be displayed 
in the exhibition were not aesthetic, but racial and political. Of the nine 
sections into which it was divided, only the first and the last were based on 
aesthetic criteria. The others pilloried the subjects chosen rather than the 
manner in which they were depicted. The first section covered ‘barbarism of 
representation’, ‘garish-coloured blobs of paint’ and ‘deliberate contempt for 
all the basic skills of the visual arts’. The second showed work deemed to be 
blasphemous, and the third political art advocating anarchism and the class 
struggle. A fourth section displayed paintings showing soldiers as murderers 


or, alternatively, as war cripples. According to the catalogue, in these pictures 
‘the deeply ingrained respect for every soldierly virtue, for courage, bravery 
and readiness for action is to be driven out of the people’s consciousness’. A 
fifth section was devoted to immoral and pornographic art (most too 
disgusting to be shown, it was claimed). A sixth part of the exhibition showed 
the ‘destruction of the last remains of racial consciousness’ in pictures 
supposedly presenting negroes, prostitutes and the like as racial ideals. In a 
similar way, a seventh section was devoted to paintings and graphic works in 
which ‘the idiot, the cretin und the paraplegic’ were depicted in a positive 
light. Section eight was given over to the work of Jewish artists. The last and 
biggest section covered the ‘ “isms”, that Flechtheim, Wollheim and their 
Cohnsorts [sic] have hatched up, pushed and sold at knockdown prices over 
the years’, from Dadaism to Cubism and beyond. All of this, declared the 
catalogue, would show the public that modern art was not just a fad: Jews and 
cultural bolshevists were mounting a ‘planned attack on the existence and 
continuation of art altogether’. Five out of the brochure’s ten illustrated recto 


pages carried antisemitic messages just to underline the point.143 Modernist 
art, as many Nazi polemics of the time claimed, was above all the product of 
international, foreign influences. Art had to return to the German soul. As for 
modernism, one writer concluded with the fervent wish: ‘May the degenerate 


suffocate in its own filth, without anybody sympathizing with its fate,’ 144 
The exhibition was enormously popular and attracted over two million 
visitors by the end of November 1937. Entry was free, and massive press 


publicity drew people’s attention to the horrors it contained.142 The exhibits 
were, the papers proclaimed, ‘shoddy products of a melancholy age’, ‘ghosts 
of the past’, from the era when ‘bolshevism and dilettantism celebrated their 
triumphs’. Lurid descriptions and illustrations showed readers what they 


could expect to see when they went to the exhibition. 448 In its first few 
weeks, at least, it was visited mainly by people from the Munich lower middle 
classes, many of whom had never been to an art exhibition before, and by the 
Party faithful, eager to imbibe a new form of antisemitic hatred. The 
stipulation that children and young persons were not to be allowed in because 
the exhibits were too shocking added an element of titillation to entice the 
eager public. Despite this, some young people did attend, among them the 
seventeen-year-old Peter Guenther, who went in July. The son of a liberal art 
journalist who had been expelled from the Reich Chamber of Literature in 
1935, Guenther knew a fair amount about paintings. He found the atmosphere 
at the exhibition frightening and intimidating. The visitors, he reported later, 
commented loudly on how incompetently executed the works displayed were, 


and how there had been a conspiracy of art critics, dealers and museum 
directors to fool the public, a sentiment encouraged by the fact that a number 
of the exhibits had price tags attached to them indicating how much they had 
cost (‘paid from the pennies paid in tax by the German working people’). One 
painting by Erich Heckel came with a price-tag of a million Marks; the 
exhibitors did not say that this had been paid in 1923, towards the height of 
the hyperinflation, and was in fact worth very little in real terms. Some Party 
groups who visited the exhibition telegrammed the Propaganda Ministry with 
messages such as: “The artists should be tied up next to their pictures so that 
every German can spit in their faces.’ Carola Roth, a friend of the artist Max 
Beckmann, noted how while older visitors went round the exhibition shaking 
their heads, younger Party activists and brownshirts laughed and jeered at the 
exhibits. The atmosphere of hatred and loudmouthed ridicule allowed no 
dissent; indeed it was an essential part of the exhibition itself, turning it into 
yet another mass propaganda exercise for the regime. Later on, however, 
when young Peter Guenther paid a second visit, the atmosphere was, he 
reported, much quieter, with some visitors lingering in front of artworks they 
clearly enjoyed and which they had come to see for what they suspected 
might be the last time. Yet overall, the exhibition was clearly a success. Like 
much else in Nazi culture, it allowed ordinary conservative citizens the 
opportunity to voice out loud prejudices that they had long held but 


previously been hesitant to reveal. 147 

Many of the artists whose work was on display were either foreigners, like 
Pablo Picasso, Henri Matisse, or Oskar Kokoschka, or had emigrated, like 
Paul Klee or Vassily Kandinsky. But some of the artists who featured in the 
exhibition had stayed on in Germany, in the hope that the tide would turn and 
they would be rehabilitated. Max Beckmann, whose last solo exhibition had 
been as recently as 1936, in Hamburg, left for exile in Amsterdam the day 
after the opening of the Degenerate Art exhibition. Though far from well off, 
Beckmann was still painting. He was supported by sympathetic dealers and 


foreign admirers in the following, difficult years, 248 Others were not so 


fortunate. 142 The Expressionist artist Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, who at this 
time, like Beckmann, was in his fifties, had already been living for most of 
the time in Switzerland since the 1920s, but he depended far more than 
Beckmann did on the German art market for his livelihood. Until 1937 he did 
not give up hope. But in July 1937 he was finally expelled from the Prussian 
Academy of Arts, and many of his works were confiscated from German 
collections by the Ziegler commission, which exhibited no fewer than thirty- 
two of them in the Degenerate Art show. Kirchner was already ill, and for 


some years he had lost his way as an artist, never really recapturing the 
greatness of his period in Berlin from 1910 to the mid- 1920s. For him this 
was the last straw. ‘I had always hoped that Hitler was for all Germans,’ he 
wrote bitterly, ‘and now he has defamed so many and really serious, good 
artists of German blood. This is very sad for those affected, because they - the 
serious ones among them - all wished to, and did, work for Germany’s fame 
and honour.’ A fresh round of confiscations of his work only deepened his 
despair. On 15 June 1938 he destroyed many of the works he kept in his rural 
retreat in Switzerland, stepped outside the house, and shot himself in the 


heart.120 


Ill 


Meanwhile, the regime, in a way that was characteristic of its decision- 
making in other areas too, took the opportunity of the exhibition to pass 
legislation generalizing the policy it represented. Hitler declared the day 
before the exhibition opened that the time for tolerance was at an end: 


From now on we shall wage a remorseless war of cleansing against the last 
elements of the subversion of our culture . . . But now - I will assure you here 
- all those cliques of chatterers, dilettantes and art-frauds who puff each other 
up and so keep each other going, will be caught and removed. As far as we’re 
concerned, these prehistorical, antediluvian cultural stone-agers and _art- 
stutterers can go back to their ancestral caves to carry on their international 


scrawlings there 421 


The ‘chatterers’ indeed had already been silenced by an order issued by 
Goebbels on 27 November 1936 banning art criticism, which, he said, had 
been ‘elevated into a court of judgment over art in the era of foreign, Jewish 
domination of art’. In its place came ‘art reporting’, which was to limit itself 
to simple description. In an art world where everything exhibited in public 
museums and galleries was there with the approval of the Propaganda 
Ministry and the Reich Chamber of the Plastic Arts, art criticism could seem 


too much like criticism of the regime.422 To ensure that modernist works 
could no longer to be put on public display, Ziegler declared in his opening 
address that the country’s galleries would soon be stripped of such 


excrescences altogether.23 Goebbels told the Reich Culture Chamber shortly 
afterwards that the ‘frightening and horrifying forms of the “Exhibition of 


Degenerate Art” in Munich’ showed ‘botched art works’, the ‘monstrous, 
degenerate creations’ of men of ‘yesterday’, ‘senile representatives ... of a 
period that we have intellectually and politically overcome’. On 31 May 1938 
a Law for the Confiscation of the Products of Degenerate Art was 
promulgated. It retrospectively legalized the seizure of degenerate artworks 
not only from galleries and museums but also from private collections, 


without compensation save in exceptional cases ‘to avoid hardship’ 454 The 
confiscation programme was centralized in the hands of a commission headed 
by Adolf Ziegler and including the art dealer Karl Haberstock and Hitler’s 


photographer Heinrich Hoffmann.122 


The commission increased the number of artworks seized to around 5,000 
paintings and 12,000 graphic works, drawings, woodcuts and watercolours 


from a total of 101 art galleries and museums all over Germany.128 Some 


non-German works were returned to foreign institutions and individuals who 
had loaned them to German museums, some forty were eventually given 
back, and some were exchanged. In addition, Hermann Goring reserved 
fourteen of the most valuable pieces for himself: four paintings by Vincent 
Van Gogh, four by Edvard Munch, three by Franz Marc and one each by Paul 
Cézanne, Paul Gauguin and Paul Signac. He sold them off to raise money to 
buy tapestries to adorn Carinhall, the palatial hunting lodge he had built in 
memory of his first wife; an illegal piece of profiteering which hinted strongly 
at how he would behave when the art of other European countries was at his 


disposal. 122 Moreover, as artists in exile and their supporters abroad quickly 
organized counter-exhibitions of “Twentieth-Century German Art’, most 
notably in London, Paris and Boston, they drew attention to the reputation 
many of the banned artists enjoyed abroad. The Nazi regime simply could not 
ignore the demand for modernist German art in other countries in its search 
for badly needed hard currency. Goebbels began negotiations with 
Wildenstein and other dealers outside Germany and remodelled Ziegler’s 
commission into a body more closely under his control. Set up within the 
Propaganda Ministry in May 1938, it included three art dealers and was 
charged with the disposal of the confiscated works. Over the next few years, 
up to 1942, over a million Reichsmarks from the sale of up to 3,000 
confiscated artworks were deposited in a special account in the Reichsbank. 
The most public transaction was a sale of 125 works by Ernst Barlach, Marc 
Chagall, Otto Dix, Paul Gauguin, Vincent Van Gogh, George Grosz, Ernst 
Ludwig Kirchner, Paul Klee, Max Liebermann, Henri Matisse, Amadeo 
Modigliani, Pablo Picasso, Maurice Vlaminck and others at the Galerie 
Fischer in Lucerne on 30 June 1939. All but thirty-one of them found a buyer. 


Some of the proceeds went to the museums and galleries from which the 
works had been seized, but most of them were put into a London account to 
enable Hitler to buy paintings for his personal collection. In this way, a good 


number of the confiscated artworks survived.128 

The great majority, however, did not. The total sum realized from the 
Lucerne auction, just over half a million Swiss francs, was disappointing even 
by the standards of the day. The knowledge that the regime was confiscating 
and offloading large quantities of modern art caused prices to plummet in 
behind-the-scenes sales as well. One painting by Max Beckmann, Southern 
Coast, went for only $20. It seemed that big profits were not to be made from 
them after all. A million Reichsmarks was little enough in the end. Although 
two further auctions were planned, another small sale was held in Zurich in 
August 1939, and private transactions took place all the way up to 1942, the 
looming threat of war made the transport of large quantities of artworks 


abroad increasingly inadvisable22 Their disposal was made more difficult 


by the fact that Hitler had personally inspected the collection of 12,167 
remaining pieces in a warehouse in Berlin and forbidden their return to the 
collections from which they had been removed. There seemed little 
alternative but to destroy those that had not been sold. After all, in the eyes of 
Ziegler and his commission they were artistically worthless anyway. On 20 
March 1939, therefore, some 1,004 oil paintings and 3,825 watercolours, 
drawings and graphic works were piled up in the courtyard of the central fire 
station in Berlin and set alight. The bonfire was not attended by the public or 
accompanied by any formal ceremony or public announcement. None the 
less, it bore strong reminiscences of the earlier book-burnings of 10 May 1933 
that had consumed the works of Jewish, left-wing and modernist writers on 


the public squares of Germany’s university cities 160 
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Map 5. ‘Degenerate Art’ Exhibitions 
Modernist art in Germany had finally been destroyed in the most physical 
possible way. Modernist works had now been removed from German 
collections and thrown onto a bonfire. The only ones to be seen were 
displayed in the Degenerate Art exhibition, which now went on tour in a 
reduced form, and attracted substantial numbers of visitors in other cities such 


as Berlin, Diisseldorf and Frankfurt in the following two years, 101 Modernist 
artists had been forced into exile or prevented from selling or exhibiting their 
work in public. Yet they had not disappeared altogether. On the contrary, as 
the Security Service of the SS reported in 1938, ‘cultural bolshevist’ and 


‘Expressionist’ works were still being exhibited at private galleries and 
shows, especially in Berlin. In a competition held in Berlin in 1938, the SS 
complained, ‘the exhibition of young artists offered for the most part a picture 
of degeneracy and incompetence, so that this part of the artistic younger 


generation has opposed itself to the National Socialist conception of art’ 162 


It seemed, then, that Nazi views of art had not triumphed after all, except by 
the brutal physical suppression of the alternatives. Nor was this all. The SS 
also complained in 1938 that ‘opposition to the National Socialist view of art 
was present amongst wide sections of the German artistic community itself . . 
. insofar as they are not to be regarded as markedly National Socialist by 
inclination’. Particularly unpopular was the Reich Chamber for the Visual 
Arts, which, according to the SS report, almost all German artists disliked. 


163 tt exercised extensive powers over its 42,000 members, who included 
architects, garden designers, interior decorators, copyists, antiques dealers, 
potters, and indeed almost anyone who had any connection with the visual 
arts. To qualify for membership it was necessary to fill in an elaborate 
questionnaire listing the applicant’s previous political affiliations and giving 


the racial background of family members.+04 Anyone who did not qualify 


could not practice. Unable to make a living any more from selling their work, 
some turned to humiliatingly menial alternatives. By 1939, for instance, 


Oskar Schlemmer was painting camouflage on military buildings 499 


In the meantime, ‘German’ artists like Arno Breker prospered as never 
before. They were encouraged by the Propaganda Ministry, which instituted a 
whole series of prizes, awards and titles for artists whose work conformed to 


the Nazi ideal 18° Art exhibitions all over Germany now carried titles such as 
‘Blood and Soil’ or ‘Basic Forces of the German Will to Form’, and devoted 
themselves to subjects such as portraits of National Socialist leaders, above 


all, of course, Hitler himself 167 Moreover, the Degenerate Art Exhibition 
was not mounted in isolation, but was in fact the pendant to a ‘Great German 


Art Exhibition’ opened in Munich the day before.1£8 The huge show, which 


was renewed annually thereafter and preceded by a massive pageant of 
German culture in the streets of Munich, contained landscapes, still life 
paintings, portraits, allegorical statues and much more besides. Its themes 
included animals and nature, motherhood, industry, sport, and peasant life and 
rural trades, though not, perhaps surprisingly, soldiers or warfare. Massive, 
impersonal nudes provided prominent, untouchable, superhuman images of 
permanence and timelessness to contrast with the human dimension of the art 


now branded as degenerate. 169 Hitler himself inspected the exhibits in 


advance and personally threw out one in ten from the list of works chosen for 
display. Dissatisfied with the lack of rigour shown by Ziegler’s commission, 
he appointed his photographer Heinrich Hoffmann to make the final 


selection +22 The relatively low attendance at the exhibition - little over 
400,000 compared to almost three million who attended the Degenerate Art 
exhibition in Munich and on tour - was probably due mainly to the fact that 


visitors had to pay. 171 But it too was a success. According to Peter Guenther, 
visitors praised the craftsmanship and the realistic, lifelike quality of the 
statues and paintings (even those intended as allegories) and were generally 
impressed by the exhibits. Once more, many visitors, in the view of young 


Guenther, had not been to an art exhibition before. 172 Nazi art policy, above 


all, was for people such as these. 173 


IV 


The Great German Art exhibition was housed in a purpose-built museum, 
designed in the style of an antique temple by the architect Paul Ludwig 
Troost. Its heavy, squared-off columns marching in front of a solid rectangular 
block of a building were a long way away from the delicate and subtle neo- 
Classical architecture that Troost sought to imitate. Like other Nazi buildings, 


it was first and foremost a statement of power. 174 The House of German Art 
was only one of a large number of prestigious projects Hitler had begun as 
soon as he took power in 1933. Indeed, he had been thinking about them since 
the early 1920s. Hitler imagined himself an architect even more than he 
thought of himself as a painter, and paid more attention to architecture than to 
any other of the arts. ‘Every great era finds the concluding expression of its 
values in its buildings,’ he declared in 1938: ‘When peoples inwardly 
experience great times, they also give these times external expression. Their 
word is then more convincing than when it is spoken: it is the word in 


stone! 2175 


The new public buildings of the Third Reich were all conceived in this 
massive, pseudo-Classical, monumental style. Like the public buildings Hitler 
had observed and drawn on Vienna’s Ringstrasse in his younger days, they 
were intended to project permanence and durability. All of them were 
influenced by Hitler’s own personal architectural and design plans. Hitler 
spent hours working with architects on refining their ideas, poring over 
models and discussing the finer points of style and decoration. Already in 
1931-2 he had collaborated with Troost on redesigning the K6nigsplatz in 


Munich, and when he came to power, these plans were put into effect. The old 
Party headquarters at the Brown House were replaced by a gigantic Leader 
Building and a huge Administration Building, housing vast reception halls 
and decorated with swastikas and eagles on the facade. There was a balcony 
on each one from which Hitler could speak to the crowds who were expected 
to gather below. Despite their appearance, the new buildings incorporated 
advanced technology in their construction and equipment, including air- 
conditioning. Adjoining were two characteristic expressions of the Nazi cult 
of the dead: temples of honour dedicated to the Nazis who had been killed in 
the 1923 beer-hall putsch. In each of them, an atmosphere of reverent 
sacrality prevailed, with the bodies of the recently exhumed martyrs displayed 
in sarcophagi mounted on a dais, open to the elements, and flanked by twenty 
limestone pillars lit by flaming braziers. The huge grass arena of the 
KO6nigsplatz itself was paved over with 24,000 square feet of granite slabs. 
‘Something new has been created here,’ remarked a commentator, ‘the 
deepest meaning of which is a political one.’ Here the organized and 
disciplined masses would gather to swear allegiance to the new order. The 


whole ensemble was, he concluded, ‘ideology become stone’ 226 


As in other fields, Nazi cultural managers took some time to impose their 
views. The Reich Chamber of Architects soon expelled Jewish practitioners 
from the profession, but despite Nazi hostility to ultramodern architecture, it 
was slower to move against the modernists, some of whom, such as Mies van 
der Rohe, remained in Germany for a while, though finding it increasingly 
difficult to practise. By 1935, however, the more experimental types of 
modernism had been effectively routed; Mies soon emigrated to New 


York 422 By the mid-1930s, constructions of the Weimar era such as 
modernist apartment blocks were no longer in fashion. Instead, the Nazi ideal 
of domestic architecture favoured a vernacular, pseudo-peasant style such as 
that practised by the leading proponent of racial theories of modern art, Paul 
Schultze-Naumburg. These were only showcases for the suburbs; necessity 
meant that blocks of flats still had to be constructed in the inner cities, where 
pitched roofs, however, were now preferred over flat roofs because they were 


believed to be more German.+28 But it was into public buildings that Hitler 


put his real passion. In Munich, the foundations were laid for a gigantic new 
central railway station that was designed to be the largest steel-frame structure 
in the world, with a dome higher than the twin towers of Munich’s signature 
landmark, the Frauenkirche. Not only Munich, but other cities too were to be 
transformed into massive stone statements of the power and permanence of 
the Third Reich. Hamburg was to be graced with a new skyscraper for the 


Nazi Party’s regional headquarters higher than the Empire State Building in 
New York, crowned by an enormous neon swastika to act as a beacon for 
incoming ships. Down-river, the suburb of Othmarschen was to be 
demolished to make way for the ramps and piles of a gargantuan suspension 
bridge across the Elbe. The bridge was to be the largest in the world, larger by 
far than the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco, on which it was 


modelled.+22 

In Berlin, a huge new airport terminal was built at Tempelhof, with over 
2,000 rooms. A grandiose new Ministry of Aviation incorporated lavish, 
marble-floored halls, swastikas and memorials to famous German aviators. A 
vast Olympic Stadium, costing 77 million Reichsmarks, held 100,000 
spectators, attending not only sporting events, but also major Nazi rallies. 
Here too, in adjoining towers, there were memorials for the fallen, in this case 
German soldiers of the First World War. By 1938 Hitler had also 
commissioned a new Reich Chancellery, since he now found the existing one 
too modest. It was even bigger and more imposing than the Munich buildings. 
The main gallery was nearly 500 feet long; twice as long, as Hitler noted, as 


the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles.180 Inaugurated in 1939, the new Reich 
Chancellery, one commentator recorded, advertised ‘the eminence and 


richness of a Reich which has become a super-power’ 181 In fact, the 
gigantism of all these projects, planned for completion by the early 1950s - a 
remarkably short space of time - was intended to signify Germany’s arrival by 


that date not just as a super-power but as the dominant power in the world 182 

The new Reich Chancellery was designed not by Hitler’s favourite architect, 
Paul Troost, who had died in January 1934, but by a newcomer who was to 
play a central role in the Third Reich’s later years, Troost’s young 
collaborator Albert Speer. Born in Mannheim in 1905, Speer belonged to a 
generation of professionals whose ambitions were framed by the bitter and 
chaotic experiences of the First World War, the Revolution and the 
hyperinflation. The son of an architect, and thus a member of Germany’s 
educated upper middle class, Speer trained with the architect Heinrich 
Tessenow in Berlin, and formed close friendships with a number of 
Tessenow’s other pupils. Their teacher imbued them with an open approach to 
architecture, espousing neither modernism nor its antithesis, but emphasizing 
simplicity of form and the importance of rooting their style in the experience 
of the German people. As in every university in the mid-to-late 1920s, the 
atmosphere among the students was strongly right-wing, and despite his 
liberal background, Speer succumbed. In 1931, Hitler addressed Berlin’s 
students at a beer-hall meeting. Speer, in the audience, was, he later 


confessed, ‘carried away on the wave of the enthusiasm which, one could 
almost feel this physically, bore the speaker along from sentence to sentence. 


It swept away any scepticism, any reservations,’£83 

Overwhelmed, Speer joined the Nazi Party and threw himself into its work, 
volunteering for the National Socialist Drivers’ Corps and exploring, though 
not taking up, the possibility of joining the SS. By 1932 he was practising 
architecture independently, and began to use his Party contacts to get 
commissions. Goebbels asked him to help with the conversion and 
refurbishment of the Propaganda Ministry, a building by the great nineteenth- 
century architect Friedrich von Schinkel which Goebbels had vandalized with 
the help of a gang of brownshirts on moving in. Not surprisingly, Goebbels 
scorned Speer’s attempt to preserve what was left of Schinkel’s Classical 
interiors, and had the work redone in a more grandiose style a few months 
after Speer had completed his task. The young architect’s next project was 
more successful, however. Seeing the plans developed in the Propaganda 
Ministry for the celebration of the Day of National Labour on the Tempelhof 
Field in Berlin on 1 May 1933, Speer complained about their unimaginative 
quality and was commissioned to improve them. His successful innovations, 
including massive banners, swastikas and searchlights, led Goebbels to 
commission him to design the surround for the Nuremberg Rally later that 
year. It was Speer who, in 1934, created the ‘cathedral of light’ effect 
produced by upward-beamed searchlights that so impressed foreign visitors. 
Soon he was refurbishing Nazi Party offices and remodelling the interior of 
Goebbels’s new house on the Wannsee, just outside Berlin. Speer felt himself 
energized by the purposeful atmosphere surrounding the Nazi leaders. He 
worked extremely hard and got things done quickly. In no time at all, still 
only in his late twenties, he had made a name for himself amongst the Nazi 


leadership.184 


The death of Troost, whom Hitler had revered, catapulted Speer into the 
Leader’s personal entourage, as Hitler co-opted the young man as his personal 
architectural adviser, someone to whom he could talk about his favourite 
hobby without the deference he had felt was owed to Troost. Speer was 
overwhelmed by this attention, and moved his family and home to be near to 
Hitler’s Bavarian retreat above Berchtesgaden. A frequent guest at Hitler’s 
mountain lodge, Speer was carried along by the Leader’s desire to construct 
huge, monumental buildings in a style ultimately derived from Classical 
antiquity. Soon he was being entrusted with schemes of rapidly increasing 
ambition, many of them based on sketches Hitler had himself made in the 
early-to-mid 1920s. Speer was commissioned to rebuild and extend the 


Nuremberg Party Rally grounds in a series of imposing new buildings 
constructed at vast expense from the late 1930s, including a stadium that 
would hold 405,000 people, a Congress Hall seating 60,000 and two huge 
parade-grounds, the Zeppelin Field and the Mars Field, flanked by rows of 
columns and providing standing room for 250,000 and 500,000 people 


respectively. 18° Meanwhile he designed and built the German Pavilion at the 


1937 World Exposition in Paris, another huge, bombastic structure, the largest 
in the entire exhibition. It was dominated by a massive pseudo-Classical 
tower of ten fluted piers joined by a cornice at the top, towering over all the 
nearby structures, including the Soviet pavilion, and outdone only by the 
Eiffel Tower, which stood at the end of the avenue on which the pavilions 
were located. Red swastikas glowed at night from the spaces between the 
piers. Next to the tower, the long, rectangular, windowless main hall projected 
a monolithic sense of unity to the outside world. Its interior was compared by 
an exiled German art critic, Paul Westheim, in a macabre, prophetic image, to 


a crematorium, with the tower taking the place of the chimney.186 


Speer’s success as the architect of propaganda constructions such as these 
led to his appointment by Hitler on 30 January 1938 as the General Building 
Inspector for the National Capital, charged with putting into effect the 
Leader’s megalomaniac plans for the transformation of Berlin into a world 
capital, Germania, by 1950. A huge axis of wide boulevards designed for 
military parades was to be cut through Berlin. In the middle would stand a 
triumphal arch 400 feet high, more than twice as big as its counterpart in 
Paris, the Arc de Triomphe. The main avenue would lead up to a Great Hall, 
whose dome was to be 825 feet in diameter, the largest in the world. At the 
end of each of the four boulevards there would be an airport. Hitler himself 
had drawn up the plans many years before and discussed them with Speer 
many times since they had first met. Now, he decided, was the time to begin 


to put them into effect 182 They would last for all eternity, a monument to the 
Third Reich when Hitler had long since departed the scene. Evictions and the 
bulldozing of houses and apartment blocks levelled the ground for the new 
boulevards, and part of the scheme was eventually opened to traffic. 
Meanwhile, fresh buildings were added, including the new Reich Chancellery, 
and soon Speer had built a scale model which Hitler spent many hours in the 
following years poring over in his company, making adjustments, and 


bemoaning the fact that he himself had never become an architect.188 

By the mid-1930s, Speer was heading a large firm of architects and gaining 
managerial experience that would stand him in good stead when he was 
suddenly catapulted into a much larger and more important role during the 


war. Many of his most striking designs were not purely his own but were 
worked out in a team whose members, notably Hans Peter Klinke, a fellow 
student of Tessenow’s, played a role at least as creative as his own. Moreover, 
the firm’s designs were far from original or even particularly Nazi in style: the 
civic architecture of the era drew on Classical models in other countries too, 
and the idea of remodelling cities along geometrical lines, with broad 
boulevards and great public buildings, was hardly new either; in many ways, 
for instance, Speer’s plans for Berlin bore a striking resemblance to the centre 
of the Federal capital of the United States in Washington, D.C., with its wide 
central mall surrounded by large colonnaded neo-Classical structures all in 
gleaming white stone. What distinguished Nazi civic architecture and city 
planning was not the Classical derivation of its style but the maniacal 
gigantism of its scale. Everything might not be very different from civic 
structures elsewhere, but it certainly was going to be vastly bigger than 
anything the world had so far seen. This was already apparent in the models 
of Berlin that Speer spent so much time inspecting with his master. On one 
occasion, he showed them in a private session to his 75-year-old father, 
himself a retired architect. ‘You’ve all gone completely crazy,’ the old man 


said.189 


FROM DISCORD TO HARMONY 


I 


When Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels established the Reich Music 
Chamber in November 1933, he pulled off something of a coup by persuading 
Richard Strauss to act as the Chamber’s President. Well before his 
appointment, Strauss had won the plaudits of the regime by taking over at 
short notice a conducting engagement originally assigned to the Jewish 
conductor Bruno Walter. Strauss disliked Walter, and was persuaded that if he 
did not step in, the orchestra - the Berlin Philharmonic - would lose vital 
earnings because the public would stay away. The regime, predictably, 


exploited the event for its own purposes. +20 Not long after, Strauss also 


stepped in to replace another banned conductor, Fritz Busch, and the anti- 
fascist Italian conductor Arturo Toscanini, who had refused on political 


grounds to conduct at the Bayreuth Festival.424 Of his loyalty to the new 
regime, therefore, there could be little doubt. Strauss was at this time nearly 
seventy years of age. Over the preceding decades he had established an 
international reputation as Germany’s leading composer, far outdoing all 
others in eminence and popularity. He was very conscious of his pre- 
eminence and his historic role. Writing in a lush, late-Romantic style, he was 
not an admirer of modernist and atonal music; when he was once asked what 
he thought of the atonal music of the serialist composer Arnold Schoenberg, 


Strauss said he would have been better off shovelling snow.222 


Despite his huge reputation, Strauss was acutely conscious that he 
ultimately failed to achieve the standing of his great predecessors like Bach, 
Beethoven, Brahms or Wagner (‘I may not be a first-class composer, ’ he is 
once said to have remarked with resigned self-deprecation, ‘but I am a first- 
rate second-class composer’). His father, the illegitimate son of a Bavarian 
court clerk, had risen through his own musical talents to become a famous 
horn player, but the knowledge of his origins gave Strauss a sense of social 
insecurity that he was never quite able to shake off. Born in 1864, the 
composer had achieved conspicuous social and financial success in the 
Wilhelmine Reich, and during the Weimar Republic, not surprisingly, he was 
very much a political conservative. He was recorded by one observer at a 
private lunch in 1928 - the aesthete Count Harry Kessler - as condemning the 
Weimar Republic and calling for the establishment of a dictatorship, though 


Kessler, somewhat charitably, thought the remark may have been made 


ironically 123 Strauss grasped the chance to become the leader of the musical 


profession in Germany. He accepted the Presidency of the Reich Music 
Chamber as his birthright. For many years, he had been campaigning and 
organizing on behalf of musicians over issues such as copyright, which had 
become more acute than ever in the age of the radio and the gramophone. 
Frustrated by the Weimar Republic’s seeming inability to defend the position 
of the German musical tradition against the flood of popular music, operettas, 
musicals and jazz on the one hand, and the emergence of atonal and 
modernist music on the other, Strauss thought that the Third Reich would cut 
through the delays and confusions of the legislative process and deliver him, 


and his profession, what they wanted,194 

Strauss was an experienced cultural politician, therefore, and expected 
something from Goebbels in return for his loyalty. The Propaganda Minister 
duly obliged, creating a central state agency for the protection of music 
copyright in 1934 and acceding to the Berne Copyright Convention, which 
extended protection over musical compositions from thirty to fifty years after 
the composer’s death. But Goebbels was less enamoured of Strauss’s attempts 
to use the Reich Music Chamber to enforce his own detestation of cheap 
operettas, jazz and light entertainment music, and Strauss’s appointees to the 
Chamber were no match for Goebbels’s men in the black arts of bureaucratic 
in-fighting and political intrigue. Soon the Ministry’s representatives were 
complaining that the Chamber was not being run properly. Strauss was unable 
to defend himself because he was often away composing. He did not get on 
with his Vice-President, the eminent conductor Wilhelm Furtwdngler. And, 
crucially, both men were soon at odds with the regime over the employment 
of Jewish musicians. During his younger years, Strauss had made many 
derogatory remarks about Jews, and Furtwangler too accepted commonplace 
right-wing shibboleths about ‘Jewish-Bolshevism’ and Jewish ‘rootlessness’. 
But, as with many casual rather than fanatical antisemites, this did not prevent 


either of them from working with Jews if it suited them. 195 


In Strauss’s case this meant the librettists Hugo von Hofmannsthal, who 
died in 1929, and Stefan Zweig, a best-selling author with whom he 
collaborated happily on a new opera, The Silent Woman (Die schweig-same 
Frau), in 1933-4. Alfred Rosenberg saw this as an opportunity to undermine 
Goebbels’s control of the musical establishment, and pointed out that not only 
was the librettist of The Silent Woman Jewish, but the director of the opera 
house where the premiere was to be held had a Jewish wife. When Strauss 
insisted on Zweig’s name being included in the programme, the director, who 


was held responsible, was forced into retirement. For his part, Zweig, who 
lived in Austria, had already signed a protest against the regime’s policies, 
along with the novelist Thomas Mann, one of the Third Reich’s most 
vociferous critics. He now declared himself unwilling to continue the 
collaboration with Strauss on the grounds that he could not approve of his 
work being produced in a Germany that subjected his fellow Jews to such 
persecution. Attempting to dissuade him, Strauss wrote to Zweig on 17 June 
1935 claiming that he had not become President of the Reich Music Chamber 
because he supported the regime, but ‘simply out of a sense of duty’ and ‘in 
order to prevent worse misfortunes’. By this time, the Gestapo had Zweig 
under observation and were opening his mail. They intercepted the letter, 
copied it and sent it to the Reich Chancellery. Strauss was already under 
attack from various quarters in the regime not only for his collaboration with 
Zweig, but also for using a Jewish-owned music house to print his works and 
commissioning a Jewish musician to make the piano reduction of the opera. 
Under growing pressure, and disappointed by the composer’s inefficient 
management of the Reich Music Chamber, Goebbels decided that Strauss 
finally had to go. The composer was persuaded on 6 July 1935 to hand in his 
resignation as President of the Reich Music Chamber ‘on account of a 
deterioration in his health’. Meanwhile, The Silent Woman was withdrawn 
after the second performance and banned for the duration of the Third 


Reich.198 

Attempting to rescue something from the débacle of The Silent Woman, 
Strauss wrote a personal letter to Hitler on 13 July 1935 asking for an 
audience. The intercepted letter which had led to his dismissal had, he 
protested, been ‘misinterpreted ... as if I had. . . little understanding for 
antisemitism or for the concept of the people’s community’. Hitler did not 
even bother to reply. Attempts to obtain an interview with Goebbels were also 
brusquely rejected. Privately, Strauss noted bitterly: ‘But it’s a sad day when 
an artist of my standing has to ask a little lad of a Minister what he may 
compose and perform. I too just belong to the nation of “servants and waiters” 


and I almost envy my racially persecuted fellow Stefan Zweig,’ 192 This did 
not stop him from trying to make a comeback. He composed the official 
hymn for the 1936 Berlin Olympics, but it was commissioned by the 
International Olympic Committee, not by the German government. The 
commission, and the hymn’s success, did make Goebbels realize that 
Strauss’s international prestige could be useful to the regime, and he was 
permitted to travel abroad as a cultural ambassador for Germany and to 
receive once more the plaudits of the international music-loving public. 


Goebbels arranged for him to conduct his work at the Reich Music Festival of 
1938 in Diisseldorf, and with his blessing Strauss served on prize juries, 
received awards and birthday congratulations from the regime. The composer 
continued to launch new operas, including The Day of Peace (Der 
Friedenstag, 1938), designed to be acceptable to the regime, with libretti 
written by the safely Aryan Joseph Gregor, whom Strauss regarded as greatly 
inferior to his previous collaborators. But these were poor compensations for 
his removal from the centre of power, where other, more up-to-date 


composers were now finding favour with the regime 198 


Il 


Who those composers were, however, was by no means clear in 1933. Mere 
adherence to the Nazi Party in a political sense was only a matter of 
secondary importance. What really counted was, first of all, the racial 
affiliation of a given composer, living or dead. Jews, according to Nazi 
precept, were superficial, imitative, incapable of genuine creativity; worse 
still, they were subversive, degenerate, destructive of true music in the 
German tradition. The composer Felix Mendelssohn, for instance, was alleged 
to have been a successful imitator of genuine German music, not the real 
thing; Gustav Mahler was the composer of degeneracy and decay; Arnold 
Schénberg’s atonal music disrupted the idea of a harmonious German racial 
community with its dissonance. The Propaganda Ministry encouraged the 
publication of anything that helped to undermine the reputation of such 
composers with the concert-going public, from pseudo-scholarly tomes such 
as Richard Eichenauer’s Music and Race, published in 1932, to dictionaries 
like Musical Jews A-B-C, which appeared in 1935. Regular articles in the 
specialist musical press and the cultural sections of the newspapers reinforced 


the message carried by such books.t22 And Nazi musicologists did not rest 
content with words alone. 

In May 1938, inspired by the ‘Degenerate Art’ exhibition in Munich, Hans 
Severus Ziegler, manager of the national theatre in Weimar, organized an 
exhibition of ‘Degenerate Music’ in Diisseldorf as part of the first Reich 
Music Rally. Assisted by staff from Rosenberg’s office, Ziegler hurriedly 
gathered a staff of cartoonists, technicians, designers and others and mounted 
a large exhibition, with sections on Jewish composers and conductors, music 
critics and teachers, modernist and atonal music and much more besides. 
‘What’s been gathered together in the exhibition “Degenerate Music” ’, he 
thundered at the opening ceremony, ‘constitutes the portrayal of a true 


witches’ sabbath and the most frivolous spiritual-artistic cultural bolshevism 
and a portrayal of the triumph of subhumanity, of arrogant Jewish insolence 
and total spiritual senile dementia.’ The exhibition dealt with the problem of 
how to show people what such music was actually like by installing six audio- 
booths where visitors could listen to specially cut gramophone records with 
extracts from music by Arnold Schénberg, Ernst K*enek and others. One, 
featuring excerpts from Kurt Weill’s Threepenny Opera, was particularly 
sought after. Long queues formed in front of it, testifying to the music’s 
enduring popularity amongst a public that had been deprived of the 
opportunity to hear it for half a decade. Yet there is good reason to believe 
that many of the other exhibits confirmed the prejudices of a conservative 


musical public that had never much liked the modernists anyway. 220 This 
action, and the radical intent behind it, were not wholly to the liking of 
Goebbels, who preferred instead to use the Reich Music Chamber as a means 
of regulating performances. ‘Dr Ziegler’s exhibition “Degenerate Music”, he 
noted in his diary, ‘is getting a lot of criticism. I get the objectionable parts 


removed,’ 201 The exhibition closed after a mere three weeks.292 


Meanwhile, a Reich Music Censorship Office had been established within 
the Chamber and issued lists of banned composers and works, including those 
of Irving Berlin, who was Jewish. Not only performances, but also records 
and broadcasts of anything or anyone on the list were banned. Mendelssohn 
posed a particular problem because many of his works were very popular. 
Individual conductors continued on occasion to perform his work - 
Furtwangler, for example, conducted the Berlin Philharmonic in three 
movements from Mendelssohn’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream in February 
1934 to celebrate the 125th anniversary of the composer’s birth - but when 
this happened, the newspapers simply did not mention it, so the impact was 
confined to those who attended the concert. In November 1936, when the 
British conductor Sir Thomas Beecham arrived with the London 
Philharmonic Orchestra for a guest performance at the Leipzig Gewandhaus, 
he obtained the permission of the city’s conservative Lord Mayor, Carl 
Goerdeler, to lay a wreath at the memorial to Mendelssohn, who had done so 
much for Anglo-German musical relations in the nineteenth century. But 
when they looked for the memorial the morning after the concert, it was no 
longer there; the local Party boss, taking advantage of Goerdeler’s absence on 
holiday, had removed it during the night and had it smashed to pieces. 
Furious, Goerdeler resigned as mayor shortly after his return and became 
increasingly hostile to the Nazi regime. As far as Mendelssohn was 
concerned, this also proved the turning-point. If Mendelssohn’s music was 


still performed, it was from now on without attribution. By 1938 
Mendelssohn’s name had finally been removed from music publishers’ and 
record company catalogues, and public performances of his music had 
virtually ceased. No fewer than forty-four different attempts were made 
between 1933 and 1944 by a whole variety of composers to provide an 
alternative to Mendelssohn’s incidental music to A Midsummer Night's 
Dream; every one of them was inferior, as critics reviewing these 


performances were frequently forced to confess.293 


Well-known works by non-Jewish composers were also subject to 
disapproval when they involved lyrics by Jewish writers such as Heinrich 
Heine, whose poem The Lorelei was so widely known that the regime decided 
to try and convince the general public that it was a folk-song rather than a 
poem written by a Jew. Problems of a different kind were posed by the operas 
of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. Three of the best-loved, Cosi fan tutte, The 
Marriage of Figaro and Don Giovanni, not only used libretti written by his 
Jewish collaborator Lorenzo da Ponte but were usually performed in German 
translations by the Jewish conductor Hermann Levi. By commissioning new 
translations from a non-Jewish author, Siegfried Anheisser, which were soon 
in use all over Germany, Rosenberg’s office managed to distract attention 
from the inescapable fact that the original version had been written by a Jew. 
Rosenberg’s encouragement of the ‘Aryanization’ of Handel’s oratorios, 
which included a good deal of Old Testament material, aroused the hostility 
of Goebbels’s Reich Music Chamber, which banned changes to their texts on 
19 September 1934. This did not, however, prevent performances of Handel’s 
Judas Maccabeus going ahead with the Jewish names and biblical references 
removed, and the whole oratorio appearing under the title The 


Commander.224 


Non-Jewish composers were likely to incur the wrath of Rosenberg’s office 
if they were in any way modernist or atonal or had aroused controversy in 
some way. If they were not German, then whether or not their music was 
performed was a matter of secondary importance as far as the Reich Music 
Chamber was concermed. This was why attacks on the music of Igor 
Stravinsky, one of the major butts of ridicule at the Degenerate Music 
Exhibition, failed to prevent it from being performed throughout the 1930s. 
Performances in Germany were encouraged by the composer himself, whose 
legendary business acumen even extended to obtaining special permission for 
royalties to be sent to him in Paris, where he had lived since before the First 
World War. Diplomatic considerations were never far from the mind of the 
Propaganda Ministry when dealing with foreign composers, so the modernist 


compositions of Béla Bartok were not banned because he was Hungarian, and 
Hungary was an ally of Germany. Bartok himself, an ardent anti-fascist, 
changed his German publishers when they were Aryanized, declared his 
solidarity with banned composers and protested to the Propaganda Ministry 
when he discovered that he had not featured in the Degenerate Music 
Exhibition, but all to no avail; his music continued to be performed in 


Germany, like that of Stravinsky.222 


Where the composer in question was German, or even Austrian (which in 
the eyes of the Nazis was the same thing), matters stood quite differently. The 
pupils of Arnold Schénberg were singled out by the regime for their 
adherence to twelve-note atonality. Anton von Webern’s music was banned 
from the beginning, while a performance of an orchestral concert suite from 
Alban Berg’s as yet unfinished opera Lulu under the conductor Erich Kleiber 
in Berlin in November 1934 created a major uproar, with cries of ‘Hail, 
Mozart!’ from outraged members of the audience. The leading critic Hans- 
Heinz Stuckenschmidt, who had given the work a positive review in a Berlin 
newspaper, was expelled from the German Music Critics’ Association (part of 
the Reich Chamber of Literature) and denied further employment as a result. 
The critic had already made enemies through his stubborn insistence on the 
virtues of composers like Stravinsky. They successfully blocked his 
subsequent attempts to find work for himself in Germany, and he was forced 
to leave for Prague. The work’s conductor Erich Kleiber, dismayed at the 
hostility his performance had aroused, emigrated to Argentina two months 
later. Berg’s music was not performed again in public under the Third 


Reich.228 Doubtless the sensational character of Lulu, which included 
depictions of prostitution and featured Jack the Ripper as a character, also had 
something to do with the scandal. Another non-Jewish pupil of Schénberg’s, 
Winfried Zillig, continued to use twelvetone techniques, though in a relatively 
tonal way, but he escaped censure and continued to get work as a conductor 
and composer. His works included scenes from peasant life, the depiction of 
self-sacrificing heroism, and similar themes close to Nazi ideology. Here, as 
in the work of one or two other composers, the message triumphed over the 


medium.222 


In one notorious case, however, neither the medium nor the message proved 
acceptable to the authorities, despite the fact that both appeared superficially 
to be reconcilable with Nazi aesthetics. Paul Hindemith, perhaps Germany’s 
leading modernist composer under the Weimar Republic, had earned a 
reputation in the 1920s as an enfant terrible but changed his style to a more 
accessible neo-Classicism around 1930. This transition was recognized by 


some influential figures on the Nazi cultural scene in 1933, including 
Goebbels, who was keen to keep him in Germany as he was widely 
recognized as the country’s second-most important composer after Strauss. At 
the beginning of the Third Reich, Hindemith was engaged in writing to his 
own libretto an opera, Matthias the Painter, which centred on the medieval 
German artist Matthias Griinewald, a figure much beloved of Nazi art 
historians. The opera told of the painter’s rebellious struggle to establish 
himself as a German artist, and its culmination in his acceptance of patronage 
from a state that finally recognized his talents. A new element of 
Romanticism in the score testified to its composer’s continuing efforts to 
render his somewhat academic style more accessible to a wider public. 
Although he had made no secret of his opposition to fascism before the Nazi 
seizure of power, Hindemith had evidently decided to stay on and take his 
chances. He was duly appointed to the governing council of the Composers’ 
Section of the Reich Music Chamber in November 1933. A three-movement 
symphony drawn from the music to Matthias the Painter was premiered by 
Furtwangler and the Berlin Philharmonic on 12 March 1934 and further 
performances were scheduled, together with a gramophone record. All 
seemed set for Hindemith’s acceptance as the leading modern composer of the 


Third Reich.228 

But Goebbels had not reckoned with the continuing machinations of his 
rival on the cultural-political scene, Alfred Rosenberg. Largely inspired by 
Rosenberg, a series of vitriolic attacks on Hindemith’s past musical style and 
previous political affiliations appeared in the musical press in the course of 
1934, and pressure was put on radio stations and concert agencies to ban 
performances of his work. In response to this campaign, the conductor 
Wilhelm Furtwangler wrote a stout defence of the composer in a daily 
newspaper on 25 November. Unfortunately, in doing so, the conductor chose 
to generalize his attack on the denunciations of Hindemith’s work in the Nazi 
musical press. ‘Where would we be,’ he asked rhetorically, ‘if political 
denunciations in the broadest sense were applied to art?’ The affair escalated 
when Furtwdngler’s appearance on the rostrum at a performance of Wagner’s 
Tristan and Isolde in the Berlin State Opera on the day of publication of his 
article was met by noisy demonstrations of support from the audience, who 
clearly felt that the conductor was defending artistic freedom against 
interference from the regime. Both Goebbels and Goring were present in the 
theatre to witness the demonstration. This put the whole affair onto a new 
level. Goebbels now closed ranks with Rosenberg in the face of this open 
opposition to the regime’s cultural policies. On 4 December, Goebbels forced 
Furtwangler to resign from all his posts in the Berlin State Opera, the Berlin 


Philharmonic, and the Reich Music Chamber. From now on, he would have to 
earn his living as a freelance. In a speech delivered to representatives of the 
creative arts in the Sports Palace on 6 December, the Propaganda Minister 
noted that Furtwdngler had declared that Hindemith’s days as a musical 
provocateur were over. But: ‘ideological derailments cannot be excused by 
dismissing them as juvenilia’. That Hindemith was ‘of pure Germanic origin’ 
merely showed ‘how deeply the Jewish-intellectual infection has already 


eaten into our own racial body’ 209 


Shocked by the suddenness of his downfall, Furtwangler met Goebbels on 
28 February 1935 and told the Minister of his regret at the political 
implications that some had drawn from his original article. He had in no way 
intended, he assured the Minister, to criticize the artistic policies of the 


regime.210 By 27 July 1936 Goebbels was noting a ‘long conversation with 


Furtwdngler in the garden at Wahnfried. He tells me all his concerns’, noted 
the Propaganda Minister, ‘sensibly and cleverly. He has learned a lot and is 


completely with us 21 Already in April 1935 Furtwangler was performing 
in his new capacity as guest conductor of the Berlin Philharmonic. In his 
absence, the orchestra’s last remaining Jewish players, whom he had insisted 
on retaining while he had still been conductor-in-chief, had been fired. 
Furtwdngler did very well in his new position. In 1939 he earned well over 
200,000 Reichsmarks from this job and other sources, roughly a hundred 
times the annual income of the average manual labourer. He still considered 
leaving Germany, and early in 1936 he was offered the post of chief 
conductor of the New York Philharmonic. But Goring made it clear that, if he 
accepted, he would not be allowed back. And Furtwdngler’s capitulation to 
Goebbels the year before had aroused fierce criticism in the United States. He 
had since then conducted Wagner’s The Mastersingers of Nuremberg at the 
Nuremberg Party Rally of 1935, where harsh discriminatory laws were 
promulgated against Germany’s Jewish community. Not only the New York 
Philharmonic’s Jewish supporters, but also many others, voiced their concern 
and threatened to boycott the orchestra if he was appointed. If Furtwangler 
had ever wanted to leave Germany for a top job in the USA, then he had 


simply left it too late. So he stayed on, to the plaudits of the regime.212 


Hindemith himself went on indefinite leave of absence from his teaching 
position in Berlin, but stayed on in Germany for a while, trying to retrieve the 
situation by publicly distancing himself from atonal music and swearing an 
oath of allegiance to Hitler. His efforts on behalf of musical education might 
also have recommended him to the regime. His work continued to be 
performed in small concerts on the fringes of national musical life, and he 


received a commission for a new piece from Goring’s air force. But attacks on 
him continued in the press, and opera directors and concert organizers were 
generally too nervous after the débdcle of Matthias the Painter to include his 
works in their repertoire. Most decisively of all, Hitler himself had never 
forgotten the notoriety that Hindemith had gained with his opera News of the 
Day in the 1920s. In 1936, Hitler used a speech at the annual Nuremberg 
Rally to urge the Party to redouble its efforts to purify the arts. The 
Propaganda Ministry promptly banned any more performances of 
Hindemith’s music. The composer’s treatise on harmony was exhibited at the 
Degenerate Music show in 1938, and Hindemith emigrated to Switzerland, 
where the first performance of his opera Matthias the Painter took place in 
May. From there he eventually left for the United States. In the end, what 
counted most was not his attempt to ingratiate himself artistically with the 
regime, but the fact that the controversy stirred up by his radical compositions 
of the 1920s was still remembered by leading Nazis a decade later. The fact 
that his wife was half-Jewish had not helped his cause. An earlier 
collaboration with Bertolt Brecht was still held against him, as was his work 
with a number of Jewish artists over the years. All of this made it easy for 
Rosenberg and his supporters to use him as a means of trying to loosen 
Goebbels’s grip on music and the arts. They succeeded in this instance, but on 
the wider front of cultural politics they met with little success. By 1939 
Rosenberg had all but abandoned his interest in the cultural scene, and had 


turned to foreign policy instead.243 


Ill 


If it was by no means easy for the Nazis to decide what kinds of music they 
did not like, and what kinds of conductors and composers they did not want, it 
was even more difficult reaching any kind of consistent policy on what kind 
of music they did wish to encourage. No real body of genuinely Nazi music 
emerged under the Third Reich, for all the theorizing of Nazi 


musicologists.214 Those composers who flourished did so partly because 


they were not Jewish, partly because they made their style more accessible 
than it might otherwise have been, and partly because they turned to themes 
and topics that were acceptable to the regime, such as peasant life or national 
heroes. But it is impossible to bring the music they actually wrote down to 
any obvious common denominator. Moreover, few if any of them remained 
completely immune to the influence of the modernist style the Nazis so 
abhorred. Werner Egk, for example, wrote in a distinctly Stravinskyan mode, 


often putting the Bavarian folk tunes he employed into a context of spiky 
dissonance. Egk’s opera The Magic Fiddle, first performed in 1935, won the 
plaudits of the regime, however, for its portrayal of the charm and tranquillity 
of peasant life. Its plot centred on the evil machinations of a villain, 
Guldensack (Money-bags), who in the context of the Third Reich was very 
obviously a Jew. The rumblings of a few critics from the Rosenberg camp 
were quickly subdued, and Egk cemented his triumph by declaring that no 
piece of German music should be so complicated that it could not be 
performed at a Nazi Party rally. Egk’s next opera, Peer Gynt, also featured a 
quasi-Jewish villain, or rather villains, in the form of deformed and 
degenerate trolls, a somewhat loose interpretation of Ibsen’s original play; 
Hitler himself, on attending a performance, which included not only Egk’s 
usual Stravinskyan dissonances but also tango music and even a hint of jazz, 
was none the less so taken with the performance that he hailed Egk afterwards 


as a worthy successor to Richard Wagner.212 


Stravinsky’s influence was also to be found in the music of Carl Orff, who 
detested dissonance and had savagely attacked modermist composers such as 
Hindemith during the Weimar Republic. Orff first won the support of the 
regime through devising a large-scale project of musical education in the 
schools, and successfully defended it against obscurantist criticisms from 
some of Rosenberg’s supporters who disliked its use of unconventional 
musical instruments. Although the project relied heavily on folk music, 
however, it was too complex and too ambitious to have much influence in the 
institutions for which it was designed, such as the Hitler Youth. Orff shot to 
real prominence with the first performance of his cantata Carmina Burana in 
June 1937. Based on secular medieval poems, the cantata featured strong, 
simple rhythms and monodic singing over a_ strongly percussive 
accompaniment. Its primitivism, its use of often ribald verses and its 
preference in many parts for Latin over German, aroused the suspicion of 
conservative critics from the Rosenberg stable; but Orff had gained influential 
supporters through his educational activities and Rosenberg’s influence was 
on the wane. Carmina Burana, powerful and original, yet simple and easy to 
comprehend, was an immediate success and was performed all over Germany. 
His further compositions may never quite have matched this, but Orff’s 
income and reputation were now secure. If any one musical work of 
distinction composed under the Third Reich fitted the Nazi idea of culture, 
then Carmina Burana was surely that work: its crude tonality, its brutal, 
repetitious rhythms, its medieval texts and folksy tunes, its numbing, insistent 
pulse, its absence of anything to engage the mind, seemed to sweep away all 
the excrescences of modernity and intellectualism that Nazism so detested 


and take culture back to the supposed primitive simplicities of the distant, 


peasant past.216 

In the end, however, compositions such as Carmina Burana, for all their 
popularity, took second place in the musical pantheon to the work of the great 
composers of previous ages most admired by Hitler. Chief among these was 
Richard Wagner. Hitler had been a devotee of his operas since his youth in 
Linz and Vienna before the First World War. They filled his head with 
mythical pictures of a heroic Germanic past. Wagner was also the author of a 
notorious pamphlet attacking Jewry in Music. Yet the composer’s influence 
on Hitler has often been exaggerated. Hitler never referred to Wagner as a 
source of his own antisemitism, and there is no evidence that he actually read 
any of Wagner’s writings. He admired the composer’s gritty courage in 
adversity, but did not acknowledge any indebtedness to his ideas. If Wagner 
did have an influence on the Nazis, it was less direct, through the antisemitic 
doctrines of the circle that his widow Cosima gathered after his death, and 
through the mythical world portrayed in his operas. In this area at least, they 
inhabited the same cultural space, filled with mythic Germanic nationalism. 
Hitler’s devotion to Wagner and his music was obvious. Already in the 1920s 
he had become friendly with Wagner’s English daughter-in-law Winifred and 
her husband Siegfried Wagner, guardians of the composer’s shrine at the great 
opera house he had built in Bayreuth. They were staunch supporters of the far 


right. In the Third Reich they became something very like cultural royalty.212 

From 1933 onwards, Hitler attended the Bayreuth festival of Wagner’s 
music-dramas for a ten-day period every year. He poured money into the 
opera house, which he had subordinated directly to himself rather than to the 
Propaganda Ministry. He inaugurated monuments and memorials to Wagner, 
and tried to ensure packed houses at Wagner performances by instructing his 
underlings to make block bookings for their men. He even proposed 
rebuilding the opera house in a more grandiose style, and was only dissuaded 
by Winifred Wagner’s insistence that the unique acoustics of the existing 
building, purpose-designed by the composer for performances of his own 
work, could not be reproduced in a larger space. His interference in 
productions was frequent, but it was also erratic. Hitler’s personal patronage 
meant that neither Goebbels nor Rosenberg nor any of the other cultural 
politicians of the Third Reich could bring Bayreuth under their aegis. 
Paradoxically, therefore, Winifred Wagner and the managers of the Festival 
were granted an unusual degree of cultural autonomy. They were not even 
members of the Reich Theatre Chamber. They used their freedom, however, 
in a way that was entirely in keeping with the spirit of the Third Reich. The 


annual Bayreuth Festival became a Hitler festival, with Hitler greeting the 
audience from a balcony, his portrait on the frontispiece of the programme, 
Nazi propaganda in all the hotel rooms, and the streets and walkways 


surrounding the theatre bedecked with swastika flags.218 


Goebbels and other leading Nazis grumbled about Hitler’s passion for 
Wagner, which they thought rather eccentric. On Hitler’s insistence the 
Nuremberg Party Rally opened every year with a gala performance of 
Wagner’s The Mastersingers of Nuremberg. In 1933 Hitler issued a thousand 
free tickets to Party officials, but when he entered his box he found the theatre 
almost empty; the Party men had all chosen to go off to drink the evening 
away in the town’s numerous beer-halls and cafés rather spend five hours 
listening to classical music. Furious, Hitler sent out patrols to haul them out of 
their drinking-dens, but even this could not fill the theatre. The next year was 
no better. Under strict orders to attend, many roughnecked Party officials 
could be seen dozing off during the interminable performance, waking up 
only at the end, to render rather half-hearted applause for an opera they had 
neither appreciated not understood. After this, Hitler gave up and the seats 


were sold to the public instead.242 Yet despite this lack of interest on the part 
of almost everyone in the Party leadership except Hitler himself, the influence 
of Wagner’s music was everywhere in the cultural scene. Journeymen 
composers churned out vast quantities of sub-Wagnerian sludge to order on 
any occasion when it was desired. Film, radio, newsreels were saturated with 
music of this kind. Over-exposure may have been one reason why Wagner 
actually became less popular with opera houses and the public during the 
Third Reich. Performances of his work declined from 1,837 in the 1932-3 
opera season to 1,327 in 1938-9, while those of Verdi rose from 1,265 to 
1,405 in 1937-8 and Puccini from 762 to 1,013 the following year. And while 
the list of the fifteen most popular operas in 1932-3, headed by Bizet’s 
Carmen, contained four works by Wagner, in third, fourth, fifth and sixth 
place respectively, the same list in 1938-9, headed this time by Leoncavallo’s 


I Pagliacci, included only one, at number twelve.229 In the orchestral 
repertoire, the conventional late-Romantic music of the curmudgeonly, 
conservative and deeply antisemitic Hans Pfitzner replaced that of the second 
most frequently performed twentieth-century composer after Richard Strauss, 
the now-banned Gustav Mahler, after 1933. At the same time, performances 
of foreign composers such as Sibelius, Debussy and Respighi continued 
alongside growing numbers of such now forgotten luminaries of the Nazi 
musical pantheon as Paul Graener and Max Trapp. In all of this, there was an 
obvious series of compromises between the political and racial imperatives of 


the regime, the continued, basically conservative taste of the musical public 
and the commercial requirements of keeping concert halls and opera houses 


afloat.221 

Control over classical concerts and operas was relatively easy. But what 
went on in people’s homes was more difficult to monitor. Musical culture ran 
very deep in Germany, and there was a long tradition of playing and singing 
within the family or groups of friends. Doubtless, where there were no sharp- 
eared neighbours or Block Wardens listening, people still continued to play 
Mendelssohn’s much-loved Songs without Words on their piano at home 


despite their condemnation in the Nazi press as ‘prattling chatter’ .222 


Musical clubs, choirs, amateur chamber music groups and all the other small- 
scale, local institutions of Germany’s rich musical tradition had all been 
Nazified in 1933, but even so, small groups of people could gather in private 
to play and listen to whatever chamber music they wanted, provided they 
were careful enough about whom they invited. Pre-censorship of sheet music 
by the Reich Chamber of Music only covered new work, after all. Playing 
Mendelssohn at home was hardly an act of resistance to the regime, and did 


not in any case constitute an offence against the law.222 Even in public, 


however, there was at least some latitude. The Reich Music Censorship 
Office’s list of banned works mainly covered jazz, and even in its second 
edition, published on 1 September 1939, it contained only fifty-four 


entries.224 


Music is the most abstract of the arts, and therefore the most difficult to 
monitor and control under a dictatorship. The cultural arbiters of the Third 
Reich thought they knew what they wanted: ideological conformity in opera 
and song, tonal simplicity and the absence of dissonance in music where there 
were no words to betray the writer’s ideological leanings. According to their 
cultural ideology, the spirit of tonality and simplicity was Aryan, that of 
atonality and complexity Jewish. Yet firing and banning Jewish musicians and 
composers had no effect on musical life apart from depriving it of many of its 
most distinguished and exciting figures. For what, in the end, was tonal 
music, what was dissonance? Technical definitions got nowhere, since all 
composers since before the days of Bach and Mozart have made liberal use of 
dissonance in the technical sense. Of course the extremes of atonality, above 
all the twelve-tone method developed by Arnold Schonberg and his pupils, 
were anathema; and tonal Romanticism such as that purveyed by Hans 
Pfitzner or Richard Strauss was unlikely to raise any objections. But most 
composers worked in the area between these two extremes. They had to tread 
a fine line between acceptance and rejection, often dependent on the 


patronage of powerful figures in the Party, either at national or local level, to 
ward off criticism from others. In this way, figures like Paul Hindemith or 
Werner Egk became to some extent pawns in the power-games of Goebbels, 
Rosenberg and the other Nazi satraps. And where a composer or musician 
overstepped the mark and entered into the political realm, even Goebbels’s 


sympathy for modernity could not save him.222 


As in other areas of German culture, Goebbels in particular was conscious 
that music too could provide people with a refuge from the turmoil of 
everyday life. Just as he encouraged entertainment films and light music on 
the radio, so too he realized that performances of well-loved classical music 
could soothe and distract, and help people reconcile themselves to living in 
the Third Reich. Audiences for their part may, as many people claimed, have 
found in Furtwangler’s concerts a source of alternative values to those 
propagated by the Nazis, but if this was indeed the case, then those values 
remained locked in their private souls, and it was indeed difficult, given 
music’s abstraction from the real world, to see how it could have been 
otherwise. Music, in any case, like the other arts, had in Goebbels’s view to 
be a sphere of relative autonomy for the creative artist. It could be purged and 
censored, and was, but it also had to be encouraged and supported, and in the 
main, the musicians had to run their own show; the state certainly was not 
competent to do it for them. The Propaganda Ministry was keen to nurture 
musicians through competitions, subsidies and improved arrangements for 
royalties. In March 1938 a thorough reorganization of salaries and pensions 
helped bring new musicians into a profession that had suffered financially in 
the economic depression. So many musicians had left the country, or been 
purged, or quit the profession, that a shortage was now threatening, 
exacerbated by the expansion of big organizations like the army, the SS, and 
the Labour Front, with their growing employment of military bands and 
orchestras. All of this continued to ensure the vitality of musical life in 
Germany, and great orchestras continued to perform great music under the 
baton of great conductors, although the range of music performed, and the 
number of prominent conductors who directed it, were both smaller than 
before 1933. Yet many considered that there were no new great composers. 
Strauss himself took this view. If anything, it even increased his already 
unshakeable sense of his own importance as the heir of the great tradition of 
German composers. ‘I am the last mountain of a large mountain range,’ he 


said: ‘After me come the flatlands.’22© 


IV 


Alfred Rosenberg’s declining influence in the cultural sphere during the mid- 
1930s could not rescue the most excoriated and most defamed form of music 
under the Third Reich, namely jazz. Regarded by the Nazis as degenerate, 
foreign to German musical identity, associated with all kinds of decadence, 
and produced by racially inferior African-Americans and Jews, jazz, swing 
and other forms of popular music were stamped on as soon as the Nazis came 
to power. Foreign jazz musicians left or were expelled, and in 1935 German 
popular musicians were banned from using the foreign pseudonyms that had 
been so fashionable under the Weimar Republic. Jazz clubs, tolerated to a 
degree in the first year or so of the regime, began to be raided more 
frequently, and by larger numbers of agents from the Gestapo and the Reich 
Music Chamber, who intimidated the musicians by calling to see the papers 
that certified their membership of the Chamber, and by confiscating their 
scores if they were playing music by blacklisted Jewish composers such as 
Irving Berlin. Tight control over radio broadcasts made sure that light music 
did not swing too much, and the newspapers announced with a fanfare of 
publicity that ‘Nigger music’ had been banned from the airwaves altogether. 
Brownshirts patrolled summer beaches frequented by young people with 
portable wind-up gramophones and kicked their fragile shellac jazz records to 
smithereens. Classical composers whose music made use of jazz rhythms, 
such as the young Karl Amadeus Hartmann, found their music totally 
proscribed. Unable to make a living in Germany, but unwilling to leave, 
Hartmann depended for an income entirely on concerts and recordings 
abroad, where his identification with critics of the Third Reich put him in a 
situation of considerable potential risk. His wealthy and influential friends 
and relatives, mostly alienated from the regime, kept him afloat. His music 
made no compromises with the Third Reich’s demands for simplicity and 
straightforwardness, and he went out of his way to distance it still further by 
taking composition lessons with the most extreme of Schénberg’s modernist 
pupils, Anton von Webern. Hartmann took great care to avoid publicity, and 
his outward conformity with the regime in matters such as the Hitler salute 
warded off suspicion. When he dedicated a symphonic poem to his friends, 
dead and alive, who had been imprisoned in the concentration camp at 
Dachau, he made sure that the dedication was only visible on the original 
score, seen only by the conductor, a personal friend, at its first performance in 


Prague in 1935; it never became known to the Nazis.222 


Jazz rhythms in classical music could easily be spotted and damned as 
inappropriate. But much if not most popular music was neither classical nor 
jazz, but existed somewhere in between, whether in the form of operettas - 
much favoured by Hitler himself - or the music of café crooners, palm-court 


orchestras or dance bands. The kind of popular music that was played in 
dance-halls, nightclubs, hotel bars and similar venues, above all in Berlin, was 
far more difficult to control, not least because of the extreme difficulty of 
drawing a clear line between what was jazz or swing, and what was not. The 
often wealthy and upper-class young people who patronized many such 
places were usually able to ward off hostile attention from agents of the 
Gestapo or the Reich Music Chamber. Imported jazz records could always be 
purchased discreetly from back-street shops, while even Goebbels was 
conscious enough of the popularity of jazz and swing to allow some to reach 
the airwaves in late-night broadcasts. And if it could not be heard on German 
radio stations, then jazz could always be found on Radio Luxemburg, where, 
Goebbels feared, listeners might also encounter factual broadcasts of a 
politically undesirable kind. Goebbels himself was a long-time patron of the 
variety shows at Berlin’s Scala, where an audience of 3,000 not only gazed at 
the famous, high-kicking chorus line but also listened to the music of 
proscribed composers such as the Jewish-American George Gershwin. 
Goebbels was taken aback when criticisms of this programme appeared in 
Julius Streicher’s The Stormer in May 1937, and with good reason. The 
managers had been changing the programme whenever Goebbels’s staff 
telephoned in advance to say that he would be in the audience, so that it 
would not contain anything to offend Nazi taste after he arrived. He went 
ahead and purged the management all the same, enforcing on it a programme 


his deputy was soon describing as ‘tame’ 228 


Jazz and swing were suspect to the regime not least because it thought they 
encouraged sexual licentiousness among the young. It also came under 
pressure from professional ballroom dancing instructors, who wanted to 
scotch the threat of swing-dancing, a new fad that had come into fashion in 
the summer of 1937. The Hitler Youth frowned on swing too, preferring to 
champion German folk dancing. Local authorities soon began to impose bans 
on this new fashion. Pouring scorn on such stuffiness, the gilded youth of 
Hamburg’s wealthy mercantile and professional elite quickly began to flaunt 
their disdain in public, dressing up in the latest and most elegant British 
fashion clothes, sporting Union Jacks, carrying copies of The Times under 
their arms and greeting each other in English with phrases such as ‘Hallo, Old 
Swing Boy!’ In clubs and bars, and at private parties, they danced to swing 
music and played jazz records banned by the regime. They did not intend to 
mount a political protest. But under the Third Reich, everything was political. 
The young swingers crossed a significant line when, in 1937, they decided to 
defy the Hitler Youth Leader Baldur von Schirach’s ordinance of 1 December 
1936 proclaiming that all young Germans should join his organization. More 


seriously, the free-and-easy social mixing of Jews, half-Jews and non-Jews in 
the social scene of the swingers was crassly at odds with the dictates of the 
regime’s racial policy. What had begun as an act of adolescent cultural 
wilfulness was rapidly becoming a manifestation of political protest. It would 


take on more serious dimensions during the war.229 


The confusion and irrationality of Nazi policy towards music, where 
definitions were often arbitrary and acceptance or rejection frequently a 
matter of whim, can be neatly illustrated by the history of the humble mouth- 
organ, an instrument in whose world production Germany was absolutely 
dominant in the 1920s. In the mid-to-late 1920s, German exports of mouth- 
organs, or harmonicas, accounted for 88 per cent of the world export trade in 
the instrument as a whole. Within this trade, the Hohner company, in the 
small Swabian town of Trossingen, had the lion’s share, producing between 
20 and 22 million mouth-organs a year in this period, more than half the total. 
Almost all of these went to the United States. By this time, many markets had 
been virtually saturated, and the world economic crisis was depressing 
demand. So the company had to look to boosting its sales within Germany as 
a substitute. Unfortunately, the conservative classical music establishment 
took a very dim view of the instrument, considering it vulgar and amateurish. 
Their representatives succeeded in getting the harmonica banned from 
Prussian schools in 1931. The Hohner family riposted with an American-style 
advertising campaign, with pictures of the German heavyweight boxer Max 
Schmeling blowing away on his harmonica, and combined this with a 
counter-attack to try and persuade the musical world that their instrument was 
not subversive. After the Nazi seizure of power, Ernst Hohner, though in no 
way a convinced National Socialist, joined the Party to try and gain influence, 
and campaigned for the harmonica on the basis that it was an important part 
of folk music, played by ordinary, simple folk, and ideal for brownshirts and 
Hitler Youth parties to play as they sat swapping patriotic reminiscences 


round the camp fire,230 


But this tactic was not successful. For one thing, folk music only took up 
2.5 per cent of broadcasting time anyway. Then the Reich Music Chamber, 
still in many ways dominated by traditionalists, took the view that the 
harmonica was a modern instrument and not traditionally German at all, and 
pointed to its use by some jazz groups, surely damning evidence of its 
unsuitability. The Hitler Youth banned harmonica groups, though it still 
allowed individuals to play the instrument. A total ban in the long run seemed 
to be more than likely. But in the end, nobody seemed to know quite how to 
categorize the instrument, or perhaps even to care very much about it. Hohner 


and his firm were able to continue in existence, even running a school for 
mouth-organists in their home-town of Trossingen, in the ultimately vain hope 
that the harmonica would eventually gain the status of other, more 
conventional musical instruments. Here too, therefore, regulation, control, and 
in-fighting within the world of music ended by producing a stalemate. In the 
end, even the humble mouth-organ defied easy categorization within the 


world of Nazi ideology.224 


Vv 


Of all modern regimes that of the Third Reich defined itself most clearly by 
its art and mass culture. Hitler devoted more space in his speeches to these 


subjects than did any other twentieth-century dictator. 232 Of course, the 
Nazis borrowed a great deal from the rituals and symbols of Fascist Italy; and 
the disciplining of individual human bodies into a single, monolithic mass 
was a Characteristic of Stalin’s Russia as much as it was of Franco’s Spain. 
All these regimes reduced the arts to instruments of propaganda and 
eliminated any sign of creative dissent, or at least tried to. They cracked down 
on complex and elitist aspects of modernist cultural productions and 
attempted to force on artists, writers and musicians a simple style that could 
communicate itself easily to the masses. Socialist realism in the Soviet Union 
was in many ways a parallel to what one might call racist and nationalist 
realism in the Third Reich. As the propaganda campaigns of the early 1930s 
had shown, well before Hitler came to power, the appeal to the emotions in 
sight and sound was a potent political weapon, and all political groupings, 
even the staid Social Democrats, had sought to exploit it, believing that in the 
age of the masses, the rational, verbal, intellectual appeal of previous ages 
was no longer enough. Under the Third Reich, the weapon of cultural 
propaganda was made into an instrument of state power, just as it was in 
Stalin’s Russia. Artists and writers are by their nature individualistic, and both 
the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany waged an unremitting war on 
individualism, proclaiming art’s only acceptable function to be the expression 
of the soul of the masses. Music proved the most difficult of the arts to 
control in both regimes, with composers such as Prokoviev and Shostakovich 
continuing to produce works in a very personal idiom despite occasional 
attempts to discipline them and periodic gestures of compromise on their part 
towards the cultural dictates of their political masters. In architecture, the 
style favoured by Troost, Speer and their ilk did little more than repeat the 
common features of the public building design of the age across Europe and 


the United States, only on a larger scale. Hitler’s hostility to cultural 
modernism was extreme and contrasted with the more relaxed attitude of the 
Italian Fascists, one of whose main ideological sources had been the artistic 
politics of the Futurists. An Italian Futurist exhibition held in Berlin in 1934 
aroused the disapproval of Nazi art commentators, who were bold enough to 
comment that they did not want to see such ‘art bolshevism’ again, despite the 
fact that the artists had declared themselves for Fascism. But looking back on 
the buildings of Speer, the sculptures of Breker, the music of Egk, or the films 
of Riefenstahl, it is clear that Nazi culture was recognizably part of the culture 
of its time. It belonged unmistakably to the 1930s; it was not a throwback to 


some earlier age,233 In all these respects, the Third Reich’s approach to 


culture and the arts was far from unique.224 


And yet there was also something special about it. Of course, it was not 
surprising, in view of his early life and ambitions, that Hitler took a personal 
interest in the visual arts. His constantly repeated diatribes against modernism 
were surely the key factor in swinging policy away from Goebbels’s relatively 
relaxed point of view and towards the effective suppression of modernism in 
all its varieties from 1937 onwards. But it would be illegitimate to conclude 
from this that he personally dictated cultural policy in every other area as 


well.222 Apart from a passion for Wagner, he had little real interest in or 
understanding of music, whose essential abstraction in any case resisted easy 
classification into the acceptable and the unacceptable from the Nazi point of 
view; even the enthusiasm he developed towards the end of the 1930s for the 
music of Anton Bruckner was in the end rather half-hearted. Despite his 
penchant for watching old movies late at night, and his commissioning of 
Leni Riefenstahl to shoot Triumph of the Will, he did not intervene much in 
the film business, which was largely left to Goebbels, as were radio and 
literature. In all these areas, Goebbels had to contend with many rivals, most 
notably of course Alfred Rosenberg, but despite all the in-fighting, he 
achieved effective control for his Propaganda Ministry fairly early on in the 
regime, by the first months of 1935 at the latest. It would be easy to 
emphasize the complexities and contradictions of cultural life under the Third 
Reich, and indeed there were always marginal cases with whom the Nazis 
found it difficult to deal, and other cases where their decisions seemed almost 
entirely arbitrary and in retrospect might have gone either way. Artists, 
writers, musicians and others adopted a variety of strategies to deal with Nazi 
cultural dictatorship, ranging from total compliance through what they 
conceived of as necessary, minimal compromises in the interest of their art, to 
inner emigration and even complete silence, which was not always forced by 


the regime. Normal cultural life was not, despite the fears of many, totally 
extinguished under the Third Reich. People could still listen to symphonies by 
Beethoven, view the paintings of the Old Masters in state-funded art galleries, 
read the literature of the classics, even in some places visit jazz clubs and 
dance-halls where the latest swing numbers were played. For his part, 
Goebbels was a subtle enough politician to realize that people needed to 
escape from their everyday troubles in these ways, and allowed them the 


latitude to do 50,236 


For all this, however, the situation of the arts in the Third Reich was still 
determined by a cultural dictatorship imposed from above. As the Degenerate 
Art exhibition showed, aesthetic and stylistic considerations were only a 
relatively minor determining factor in Nazi cultural policy. More important 
were political and ideological imperatives. Whatever the arts of the past had 
done, the Nazis wanted to ensure that what was produced in the present did 
not oppose their fundamental values and wherever possible worked to support 
them. Antisemitism, the removal of Jews from cultural life, the furthering of 
militarism and the crushing of pacifism and social criticism were basic tenets 
of Nazi cultural policy. So too were the improvement of the Aryan race and 
the suppression of the unfit and the weak, the re-creation of a mythical world 
of ‘blood-and-soil’ peasant life, the destruction of creativity that was personal 
and independent and the furthering of an impersonal cultural production that 
served the collective needs of the nation and the race. Above all, perhaps, 
Nazi culture glorified power, most obviously in architecture. Racial and 
political discrimination, implemented from the outset, resulted in the 
emigration from Germany of the country’s best and most internationally 
acclaimed writers, painters and musicians. Those who were left were silenced, 
driven into irrelevance, forced to compromise, or enlisted in the service of the 
Nazis’ overriding purpose: to make the nation and the country fit and ready 


for war.22Z To this end, the Nazis made an unprecedented effort to bring what 
they understood as culture to the masses, distributing cheap radios, holding 
concerts in factories, taking films to remote villages in mobile cinemas, 
bussing people to view the horrors of the Degenerate Art exhibition and much 
more besides. Culture in the Third Reich was no longer the privilege of an 
elite; it was intended to penetrate every area of German society and German 
life, 438 


Nazi cultural policy was ultimately of a piece with Nazi policy in other 
areas, and shared its contradictions. Hitler’s own appreciation and 
understanding of the arts was fundamentally a political one. Art was in the 
end to be reduced to little more than a celebration of power and an instrument 


of propaganda. Ever alive to possible accusations of this kind, Goebbels 
declared on 17 June 1935: 


The National Socialist movement . . . takes the view that politics is 
actually the greatest and noblest of the arts. For just as the sculptor 
chisels out of dead stone a form that breathes life, and just as the painter 
transforms pigment into life, and just as the composer translates dead 
notes into melodies that will charm Heaven, so the politician and 
statesman has no other task than to convert an amorphous mass into a 


living people. Thus art and politics belong together.222 


Nazism aestheticized politics; but it also politicized the arts.240 «We have 
often been accused’, said Goebbels, ‘of dragging German art down to the 
level of a mere matter of propaganda - how is this? Is propaganda something 
to which one can drag something else down? Isn’t propaganda as we 
understand it also a kind of art?’ Art and propaganda were one, he went on: 
and their purpose was to bring about a spiritual mobilization of the entire 
German people: 


National Socialism is not only a political doctrine, it is a total and all- 
encompassing general perspective on all public matters. So our entire 
life has to be based on it as a matter of natural assumption. We hope that 
the day will come when nobody needs to talk about National Socialism 
any more, since it has become the air that we breathe! Thus National 
Socialism cannot be content with mere lip-service - it must be acted 
upon with hand and heart. People must get used inwardly to this way of 
behaving, they must make it into their own set of attitudes - only then 
will it be recognized that a new will to culture has arisen from National 
Socialism and that this will to culture determines our entire national 
existence in an organic manner. One day, the spiritual awakening of our 


own time will emerge from this will to culture,241 


Nazi emblems, signs, words and concepts permeated everyday life as part of 
this campaign. Not only were film, radio, newspapers, magazines, sculptures, 
painting, literature, poetry, architecture, music and high culture increasingly 
informed by Nazi ideals, or confined within the boundaries they set, but 
everyday culture was as well. Between the flag-waving and swastika- 
bedaubed days of ideological mobilization such as Hitler’s birthday or the 
anniversary of his appointment as Reich Chancellor, ordinary life was 
permeated by the principles and precepts of Nazism too. From 1935, as Victor 
Klemperer noted, the regime encouraged people to use new, pseudo-Germanic 
names of the months. Ever enthusiastic, Luise Solmitz began using them 


immediately in her diary, instead of the traditionally Latinate ones: Julmond, 


Brechmond and so on.242 


Advertising and design began to incorporate Nazi symbols and to adopt 


approved Nazi style.243 Foreign advertising agencies were banned, and the 


usual mechanisms were set up to ensure that posters and advertisements 
would be ‘German’ in origin and style. Consumer products were now 
advertised in a manner that conformed to the regime’s requirements as much 


as high art dia.244 Everyday objects quickly acquired a political veneer. 
Already in March 1933 the sharp-eyed Victor Klemperer noticed that the 
toothpaste tube he purchased in the pharmacy was labelled with a 


swastika.242 Before long, people could buy eggcups, hairpins, pencils or tea 


services decorated with swastikas, or give their children presents like toy 
models of stormtroopers, music boxes that played the Horst Wessel Song, or a 
puzzle that asked them to ‘put the letters together correctly to make the name 


of a great leader: L-I-T-R-E-H.’24© The tubular steel furniture so beloved of 
the Bauhaus in the 1920s used up valuable metal badly needed for armaments, 
so in a convenient marriage of ideology and economics, it now gave way to 
lacquered wood and a pseudo-natural style - pseudo because it was 
increasingly delivered by industrial mass production, despite the appearance 


of being made by hand.242 Even a seemingly neutral area such as 
landscaping and garden design was not immune from this process: formality 
and foreign plants were out and a natural look based on native German 


species was in.248 Those who enjoyed collecting cigarette cards could now 
stick them into an album depicting ‘the struggle for the Third Reich’. Among 
cards available to smokers were portrayals of Hitler talking to a blonde child 
(‘Leader’s eyes - Father’s eyes’), Hitler and Technology, Hitler and 


Hindenburg and of course Hitler and the Workers.242 As a leading Nazi art 
magazine remarked in 1937: ‘It is everyday things, not great individual 
2250 


works, that give an era its cultural atmosphere. 

The aestheticization of politics created the illusion that social, economic and 
national problems were immediately being solved by acts of will. It directed 
people’s attention away from many of the hard realities of life in a Germany 
that was still suffering from a severe economic depression in the early-to-mid- 
1930s, and towards fantasy-worlds and myths, stage-managed enthusiasm for 
the government and its policies, a feeling of living in a new world much of 
which, in fact, was illusion. In an advanced industrial culture such as that of 
Germany in the 1930s, these illusions depended to a degree on the 


resurrection of pseudo-archaic certainties such as ‘blood and soil’, Classical 
artistic models, traditional tonal music, and massively solid public buildings; 
but the means used were the most modern available, from radio and film to 
novel print techniques and the latest methods of construction. Much of this 
must have seemed startlingly new to the average person in rural or small-town 
Germany. Above all, Nazi culture, driven on by the Propaganda Ministry, 
aimed to crush individual thought and feeling and mould Germans into a 
single, obedient, disciplined mass, much as they appeared on the screen in 


Riefenstahl’s Triumph of the will.22+ It implemented this aim only gradually, 
partly because of initial uncertainty about the direction of cultural policy, 
partly because of intra-party rivalries; but in the notable radicalization that 
occurred in 1937-8, the contours of Nazi cultural policy finally became clear 
to all. By this time, virtually all the organs of opinion-formation in German 
society had been taken over by Goebbels and his Propaganda Ministry, co- 
ordinated, purged of real and potential dissenters, Aryanized and brought 
under ideological, financial and administrative control. ‘Public opinion’ as 
such had effectively ceased to exist; the opinions that were purveyed on the 
screen, broadcast over the radio, or printed in newspapers, magazines and 
books were with few and very partial exceptions the opinions of the regime. 
Regular reports from the Gestapo and local and regional administrators kept 
Goebbels, Himmler and the other Nazi leaders informed on the state of 
opinion of the people and allowed the Propaganda Ministry to run specifically 
targeted propaganda campaigns in order if necessary to correct it. Nazi 
propaganda was the essential accompaniment to Nazi terror and intimidation 
in suppressing open dissent and creating mass support for the regime. In this 
respect, the Propaganda Ministry was one of the regime’s most obvious 


successes.222 


So deep was the penetration of Nazi propaganda, so all-encompassing its 
permeation of the German mass media, that it affected the very language 
Germans wrote and spoke. In his home in Dresden, Victor Klemperer began 
compiling a dossier of Nazi language - LTT - Lingua Tertii Imperii, the 
language of the Third Reich. Words that in a normal, civilized society had a 
negative connotation acquired the opposite sense under Nazism, he noted; so 
that ‘fanatical’, ‘brutal’, ‘ruthless’, ‘uncompromising’, ‘hard’ all became 
words of praise instead of disapproval. The German language became a 
language of superlatives, so that everything the regime did became the best 
and the greatest, its achievements unprecedented, unique, historic and 
incomparable. Government statistics underwent an inflation that took them far 
beyond the limits of the plausible. Decisions were always final, changes were 


always made to last for ever. The language used about Hitler, Klemperer 
noted, was shot through and through with religious metaphors; people 
‘believed in him’, he was the redeemer, the saviour, the instrument of 
Providence, his spirit lived in and through the German nation, the Third Reich 
was the eternal and everlasting Kingdom of the German people, and those 
who had died in its cause were martyrs. Nazi institutions domesticated 
themselves in the German language through abbreviations and acronyms, 
until talking about them became an unthinking part of everyday life. Above 
all, perhaps, Nazism imbued the German language with the metaphors of 
battle: the battle for jobs, the struggle for existence, the fight for culture. In 
the hands of the Nazi propaganda apparatus, the German language became 
strident, aggressive and militaristic. Commonplace matters were described in 
terms more suited to the battlefield. The language itself began to be mobilized 


for war.223 


If language structures sensibility, and the words available to a society set the 
limits to what is thinkable, then the Third Reich was well on the way to 
eliminating even the possibility of thinking about dissent and resistance, let 
alone acting it out in reality. Yet the minds of most Germans, of course, had 
been formed well before Hitler came to power, and powerful cultural 
traditions such as those shared by millions of Catholics, Social Democrats and 
Communists could not be wiped from the face of Germany overnight. Even 
amongst the millions who had voted for Hitler in 1932 and 1933, there were 
many, probably indeed the majority, who did not vote for the full package of 
Nazi ideology. Many middle-class voters had supported the Nazi Party at the 
polls not least because in the election campaigns of the early 1930s the Nazis 
had been deliberately vague about what they proposed to do once they had 
achieved power. The Nazi vote in 1932 was above all a protest vote, more 
negative than positive. Powerful, sophisticated and all-pervasive though it 
was, therefore, Goebbels’s propaganda machine could not persuade people 
that all their most dearly held values and beliefs had to be abandoned in the 
brave new world of Hitler’s Third Reich. Moreover, many people soon found 
the regime’s untiring demands for constant popular acclamation of its policies 
and leaders wearisome. “The huge hyperactivity in the field of cultural 
politics’, reported the Gestapo in the Potsdam district as early as August 
1934, ‘is partly felt to be a burdensome compulsion and for this reason it is 
either rejected or sabotaged.’ Local cultural initiative had been stifled by the 
creation of huge mass organizations in the process of ‘co-ordination’. The 
introduction of the leadership principle everywhere only made things worse. 
‘It is schematized, and thus nothing produces success, which is always 


individual.’ 254 


The mass acclamation which the regime demanded on occasions such as 
Hitler’s birthday, plebiscites and elections, Mayday and other festivals, was 
rendered as much out of fear as out of enthusiasm, and people were getting 
tired of constantly having to go to meetings and demonstrations, the Potsdam 


district Gestapo office reported two months later in October 1934.222 In 
radio, cinema, literature and the arts, as we have seen, all that Goebbels’s 
efforts to make propaganda interesting did was to make people bored, because 
individual creative initiative was stifled, the variety of cultural life was 
drastically reduced by censorship, and the monotony of Nazism’s cultural 
offerings quickly became tedious. Even the Nuremberg Rallies soon lost 
much of their power to inspire, despite the fact that those who attended were 
by definition the most fanatical and the most enthusiastic of Hitler’s 
supporters. As Social Democratic agents in Germany reported to the exiled 
party headquarters in Prague in 1937, with just a hint of exaggerated 
optimism: 


In the first two or three years one saw the Nazis’ morale at a high point, and 
the population still paid attention to the Leader’s announcements, which 
usually provided surprises. When the columns of Party activists marched to 
the railway stations, one saw in the streets not infrequently groups of women 
and men, and particularly young people, who cheered on the soldiers of the 
Party with enthusiasm. All that has gone. Even the greatest demonstration of 
power becomes boring in the long run. The hackneyed speeches have become 
familiar to the point of excess. Hitler’s former voters see in the Party no 
longer a redemptive force but instead the all-oppressing power-apparatus of a 
ruthless organization that is capable of anything. People let the Party divisions 
ordered to Nuremberg march past in silence. Here and there one hears a cry of 
‘hail!’ from a persistent admirer, but it trails shyly away because nobody 
echoes it. As far as the population is concerned, this propaganda business is 
like everything else, just a way of getting money from them, nothing more. 
Always the same picture: the military, marching columns and groups bearing 
flags. Sometimes fewer, sometimes more. People cast a glance at them and go 


on their way.228 


Goebbels seemed, therefore largely to have failed in his aim of bringing about 
a genuine, long-term spiritual mobilization of the German people. What he 
had mostly achieved, except in a relatively small group of fanatical Nazi 
activists, was the kind of dull conformity he had seen as so unsatisfactory in 


1933,297 


Nazi propaganda was most effective at the points where it hit the area of 
overlap between Nazi ideology and other ideologies. This was greater among 
some groups and areas than others. In the conservative, nationalist upper 
classes, the overlap was so considerable that men such as Vice-Chancellor 
Franz von Papen, Defence Minister Werner von Blomberg, Justice Minister 
Franz Giirtner or Finance Minister Lutz Schwerin von Krosigk willingly 
entered into a coalition with the Nazis in 1933 and stayed there, whatever 
their reservations, through the following years. Some of them, like Papen, 
gradually realized that the differences between their own beliefs and those of 
the Nazis were greater than they had at first thought; others, like Gtirtner, 
gradually came round to a greater degree of conformity under the impact of 
propaganda and the pressure of events. Amongst middle-class Germans, the 
regime’s propaganda offensive against ‘Marxism’ and Communism met with 
widespread support, helped by revulsion at the violent revolutionary rhetoric 
of the Communist champions of a ‘Soviet Germany’ and at the continuing 
ideological allegiance paid by the Social Democrats to Marxist theories of the 
socialist overthrow of existing institutions of capitalist society. Far more 
widespread was nationalist resentment at the 1919 Peace Settlement, a belief 
in the need to unite Germany in a rebirth of the spirit of 1914 after the deep 
and damaging divisions of the Weimar years, and a longing for a strong leader 
in the tradition of Bismarck. Similarly, antisemitism had become widespread 
in German culture during the Weimar Republic, though it never had much 
purchase on the organized working class, belief in the backwardness of Slavs 
was shared by almost everyone right of the Communists, and the conviction 
in the racial inferiority of black Africans was virtually universal. 

In all these areas, Nazi propaganda was able to build on existing beliefs and 
values and create a new consensus that may well have encompassed a 
majority of the German people, though it hardly ever reached universal 
acceptance in any of the areas it touched upon. Moreover, the Nazi spin on 
specific events could usually convince people if it appealed to their existing 
fears and prejudices. On the face of it, for instance, the regime’s explanation 
of the Reichstag fire in 1933 was not particularly plausible, and was indeed 
publicly falsified by the subsequent trial. Yet people already infused with fear 
of the Communists could easily be persuaded that van der Lubbe had been 
acting as a tool of a revolutionary conspiracy when he burned down the 
nation’s legislature. Similarly, the murders committed on Hitler’s and 
Goring’s orders in the ‘Night of the Long Knives’ were quite blatantly outside 
the law; yet the German tradition of treating law as a creation of the state, and 
the widespread fear of further revolutionary violence of the kind the 
brownshirts seemed to be preparing, combined to convince most people of the 


legitimacy of Hitler’s actions. Indeed, the regime succeeded within a 
remarkably short space of time in elevating Hitler to a status of almost 
mythical impregnability, deflecting criticism and discontent onto his 
subordinates and projecting on to him all kinds of unrealistic hopes and 
desires. Hitler became the Leader who was above party, almost above politics. 
For the great majority of Germans, including millions in the otherwise 
recalcitrant Catholic and working-class communities, Hitler was the Leader 


who could do no wrong,228 

Where Nazi propaganda ran up against deeply ingrained attitudes, however, 
it found it far less easy to make an impact. Correspondingly, it was most 
successful with people whose opinions were not strongly formed, which 
meant above all the young. Moreover, whatever propagandists might claim, 
people had a clear idea of the realities of the economic and social situation on 
the ground. They did not find it difficult to disbelieve the grandiose claims of 
the Propaganda Ministry. The proclamation of the abolition of class 
differences, the creation of a unified national community, or the miraculous 
recovery of the economy meant little to them if their own situation continued 
to show few improvements over the dire straits of the early 1930s. 
Propaganda depended for its effect, in other words, not least on the extent to 
which it bore at least some relation to the truth, when it came to specific 
issues like the economy, or Germany’s place in the world. Success bred 
support for the regime and belief in its purposes, failure created scepticism 


about its claims and doubts about its policies.222 Yet, the Nazis claimed, time 


was on their side. The permeation of the thought and actions of all Germans 
did not depend simply on the power and sophistication of propaganda in the 
present. In the longer term, remoulding the educational system would create a 
new generation of young Germans who had known no alternative source of 
values to Nazism. Yet there was of course one area in which such values did 
persist, long after Marxism, socialism and all the other political and social 
creeds had been swept away. That was religion. For reasons of political 
expediency and caution, the Third Reich had stopped short in 1933 of 
attacking the Churches and their dependent secular institutions. As it became 
more self-confident, however, it began to turn its attention to Christianity too, 
and to seek a means of either converting it to a form more suitable to the new 
Germany, or, if that did not work, of doing away with it altogether. 


3 


CONVERTING THE SOUL 


MATTERS OF FAITH 


I 


The Nazis abhorred the confessional division of Germany, and, in an obvious 
parallel to their policy of co-ordination in secular areas of politics, culture and 
society, many of them wanted a single national religion with a single national 
Church. The division, they believed, had deepened under the Weimar 
Republic during bitter conflicts over issues such as education, welfare, mixed 


marriages and local religious processions, undermining the national will. 
The German Evangelical Church seemed to the Nazis to offer an almost ideal 
vehicle for the religious unification of the German people. Uniting the 
Lutheran and Calvinist faiths since the early nineteenth century, the 
Evangelical Church, unlike its Catholic counterpart, owed no real allegiance 
to any worldwide body or any institution, such as the Papacy, outside 
Germany itself. It had long been politically extremely conservative. In the 
days of the Bismarckian Reich it had been effectively an arm of the state; the 
King of Prussia, who also served as German Emperor, was Head of the 
Evangelical Church in Prussia, and he made no secret of the fact that he 
expected it to show loyalty to established institutions. German nationalists 
saw the German Reich as a Protestant state, a belief expressed in many ways 
over the decades, from the persecution of Catholics by Bismarck in the 1870s 
to the widespread and sometimes murderous hostility shown to Catholic 
priests by German troops during the invasion of France and Belgium in 1914. 
Germany’s Protestant clergy had presented the First World War as a religious 
crusade against the Catholic French and Belgians and the Orthodox Russians, 
and it was clear that, for many, nationalism and Protestantism had become 


two sides of the same ideological coin.2 


A characteristic personal example of the fusion of patriotism, militarism and 
religiosity in the mainstream tradition of German Protestantism was provided 
by the Berlin pastor Martin Niemdller, born in 1892, and himself the son of a 
Lutheran pastor, though one who had been baptized as a Calvinist. Niemdller 
became an officer-cadet in the German navy and then served on board 
submarines in the First World War, taking command of one in June 1918. His 
war reminiscences were no literary masterpiece, but they exuded a gung-ho 
spirit comparable to that of Ernst Jiinger’s Storm of Steel, celebrating the 
sinking of enemy merchant ships with gusto. Docking at Kiel in late 
November 1918 after hearing over the radio the news of the war’s end and the 


monarchy’s collapse, he found himself, as he later wrote, ‘a stranger in my 
own country’. There was ‘no rallying-point for nationally-minded men’ who 


opposed ‘the wirepullers of this “Revolution” 3A period working on a farm 
convinced him that he had to take a hand in rescuing his nation from the 
spiritual catastrophe he thought had overwhelmed it, and he began training as 
a pastor in Westphalia. Active in the students’ league of the German 
Nationalists, he supported the abortive Kapp putsch that attempted the 
overthrow of the Republic in March 1920. He helped found a 750-man 
student Free Corps unit to fight against the Red Army that had been formed 
by left-wing groups in the region. Later on, he was involved in another far- 
right paramilitary group, the Organization Escherich. In 1923, Niemdller and 
his brothers acted as pallbearers to the nationalist saboteur Albert Leo 
Schlageter, shot by French troops in Diisseldorf during their occupation of the 


Ruhr4 

Of Niemdller’s opposition to the Weimar Republic, as of his rejection of the 
1919 Peace Settlement, there could be no doubt. Yet his recipe for national 
renewal was as much spiritual as political. After taking on government- 
sponsored emergency relief work as a railway ganger to keep his family afloat 
during the great inflation of 1923, he joined the Protestant Church’s social 
welfare division, the Inner Mission, learning a great deal about Germany’s 
social problems, gaining valuable administrative experience and building up a 
network of contacts in the Protestant community across Germany. In 1931, he 
became third pastor of the plush villa suburb of Dahlem, in Berlin. 
Characteristically he paid as much attention to the servants and estate workers 
who formed the district’s lower class as he did to the wealthy and cultivated 
families who inhabited its large and elegant villas. Committed right-wing but 
populist pastors like Nieméller were particularly susceptible to the appeal of 
the Nazis, and NiemOoller voted for Hitler in March 1933. In 1931 he had 
already delivered a radio broadcast calling for the emergence of a new 
national leader, and in 1933 he thought one had at last arrived in the shape of 
Adolf Hitler. His sermons of this period took up the Nazi call for a united, 
positive Christianity that would overcome the religious divisions that had 
plagued Germany for so many years. And he echoed the Nazi claim that the 
Jews had been unduly influential in the Weimar Republic. In 1935 he 
sermonized about the poisonous influence of the Jews in world history, the 
outcome, he thought, of the curse that had lain on them since the 


Crucifixion 


For nationalist Protestants like Niemdller, the enemy was Marxism, in both 
its Communist and Social Democratic variants. Its atheistic doctrines had 


been dechristianizing the working class since well before the end of the 


nineteenth century.2 Many Protestants, including senior figures such as the 
Lutheran bishop Theophil Wurm, saw the advent of the Third Reich as an 
opportunity finally to reverse this trend, especially since point 24 of the Nazi 
Party programme presented the movement in terms of ‘positive Christianity’ 
and announced its fight against ‘Jewish materialism’. And indeed, in the first 
months of the Third Reich, enthusiastic Protestant pastors staged a number of 
spectacular mass baptisms of children who had been left unbaptized during 
the Weimar years, and even mass simultaneous weddings of brownshirts and 
their brides who had only undergone a secular marriage under the old 


regime.Z The Protestant population, numbering about 40 million, almost two- 
thirds of the population of the Reich as a whole, had also provided the 
broadest and deepest reservoir of support for the Nazi Party in all social 
groups during its electoral triumphs of the early 1930s. A substantial number 
of Nazi voters were former supporters of the quintessential Protestant party, 
the Nationalists. The Nazis capitalized on this. In 1933 they organized 
massive celebrations for the 450th anniversary of Martin Luther’s birth, 


reworking his memory to convert him into a precursor of themselves.2 


Pseudo-restorationist events, such as the Day of Potsdam in March 1933, 
deliberately held in the Garrison church in order to underline the symbiosis of 
Protestant religion and Prussian tradition, exerted a strong appeal to many 


Protestants.2 


In the light of all this, and particularly of the long history of state control, it 
was not surprising that there were serious moves to Nazify the Evangelical 
Church in 1933. Hitler seems to have had the ambition of converting it into a 
new kind of national Church, purveying the new racial and nationalist 
doctrines of the regime and eventually winning over the mass of Catholics to 


the Nazi cause as well.12 The key role was to be played here by the ‘German 
Christians’, a pressure-group organized by Nazi supporters amongst the 
clergy in May 1932. These were by no means a negligible minority. By the 
mid-1930s they numbered some 600,000 members of the Evangelical Church. 
As early as November 1932 they won a third of the seats in the Prussian 
Church elections. This put them in a strong position to take over the whole 
Church, an intention they announced at a mass meeting in Berlin in early 
April 1933. Just as the government were centralizing the federal structure of 
Germany through the ‘co-ordination’ of the federated states, so the German 
Christians now pressed for the abolition of the federal structure of the 
Evangelical Church, with its 28 autonomous regional Churches, and its 
replacement by a centralized ‘Reich Church’ under Nazi control. With Hitler’s 


public support, this Church was duly created, the majority candidate for the 
post of Reich Bishop, Fritz von Bodelschwingh, was overthrown after only a 
few weeks in office, and Ludwig Muller, a Nazi nominee, was appointed to 
the new post. Backed by a massive outpouring of propaganda from 
Goebbels’s Ministry and the press, the German Christians won a sweeping 


victory in the Church elections of 23 July 1933.41 

These moves brought to dominance Protestants whose declared aim since 
well before the Nazi seizure of power had been to oppose the ‘Jewish mission 
in Germany’, to reject ‘the spirit of Christian cosmopolitanism’ and to fight 
‘racial mixing’ as part of its mission to establish a ‘belief in Christ appropriate 


to our race’.42 Such views had wide support amongst Protestant clergymen 
and theologians. Already in April 1933 the Bavarian Protestant Church 
ordered flags to be flown from all its buildings on Hitler’s birthday. By the 
summer, congregations were becoming used to seeing their German Christian 
pastors preaching in SA or even SS uniforms instead of surplices, and holding 
special services to dedicate flags and other emblems of the stormtroopers, 
whose uniformed presence at services now added a clear element of 
intimidation to the deliberations of the Evangelical Church at every level. 
Nevertheless, the German Christians were in no sense opportunists driven by 
fear; on the contrary, they represented the culmination, in an extreme form, of 
a long-term identification of German Protestantism with German nationalism. 
They proceeded with enthusiasm to hang swastika flags in their churches, 
carve the Nazi symbol into new church bells, and mount rituals and 
ceremonies to celebrate the symbiosis of the Protestant faith and the Third 


Reich.43 

The co-ordination of the Protestant Church was driven forward, among 
other factors, by the appointment of the lawyer August Jager as State 
Commissioner for the Evangelical Churches in Prussia. Jager declared that 
Hitler was completing what Luther had begun. They were ‘working together 
for the salvation of the German race’. Jesus represented ‘a flaring-up of the 
Nordic species in the midst of a world tortured by symptoms of 


degeneracy’ 14 In conformity with the ‘leadership principle’, Jager dissolved 
all elected bodies in the Prussian Church and replaced many existing officials 
with German Christians. Meanwhile, Reich Bishop Ludwig Miiller had taken 
over the administrative headquarters of the Evangelical Church with the aid of 
a band of stormtroopers. By September, pressure was growing within the 


Reich Church to dismiss all Jews from Church employment.42 Much of the 
pressure came from ordinary pastors. Prominent here were young pastors 
from lower-middle-class backgrounds or non-academic families, men for 


whom war service had often been a life-defining experience, and racially 
conscious pastors from areas near Germany’s eastern borders for whom 
Protestantism represented German culture against the Catholicism of the 
Poles or the Orthodox faith of the Russians. Such men desired a Church 
militant based on the aggressive propagation of the Gospel, a crusading 
Church whose members were soldiers for Jesus and the Fatherland, tough, 
hard and uncompromising. Muscular Christianity of this kind appealed 
particularly to young men who despised the feminization of religion through 
its involvement in charity, welfare and acts of compassion. The traditional 
Pietist emphasis on sin and repentance, which dwelt on images of Christ’s 
suffering and transfiguration, was anathema to such men. They demanded 
instead an image of Christ that would set a heroic example for German men in 
the world of the here and now. For them, Hitler took on the mantle of a 
national redeemer who would bring about the rechristianization of society 


along with its national reawakening 19 


II 


On 13 November 1933, to mark their triumph within the Protestant Church, 
20,000 German Christians assembled at the Sports Palace in Berlin demanded 
the sacking of all pastors who had not yet declared in favour of the new 
regime. At the same meeting, the regional Church administrator Reinhold 
Krause called for the removal of the ‘Jewish’ Old Testament from the 
Christian Bible and the purging of the New Testament of the ‘Rabbi Paul’s 
theology of inferiority’. He declared that the spirit of Christ was closely 
related to the Nordic spirit. The cross, too, he added, was a Jewish symbol, 


unacceptable in the new Reich.Z But his speech did not go without 
contradiction. Politically conservative though they were, a substantial number 
of Protestant clergy believed that religion, not race, should be the touchstone 
of Church membership. They were becoming increasingly worried about the 
rapid Nazification of the Church and its consequent loss of autonomy. The 27- 
year-old Berlin theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer spoke out in April 1933 in 
defence of equal status for Jewish converts. He took a hand in organizing the 
unsuccessful opposition to the German Christians in the Church elections. 
Oppositional pastors soon began to organize in groups, then in regional 
synods. Among them was Martin Niemdller, who, for all his sympathy with 
the regime, now considered that the racist politicization of the Church was a 
threat to his traditionalist conception of Protestant Christianity. On 11 
September 1933, with a group of colleagues, he set up the Pastors’ Emergency 


League. Led by Bonhoeffer and Niemdller, the Emergency League won the 
allegiance of nearly 6,000 pastors by the end of 1933. Autonomous diocesan 
organizations began to re-establish themselves in the wake of this protest too, 


reversing their previous co-ordination into a centralized national body.48 

The rebel movement was propagated above all by middle-class pastors from 
academic backgrounds. A quarter of the core group of Berlin parish priests 
who joined and stayed with the rebels were from theologians’ or pastors’ 
families; for them, war service had not in general been a transforming 
experience, and, nationalists though they were, religion came first. Only 5 per 
cent of them were members of the Nazi Party, as against 40 per cent of 
German Christian pastors in Berlin. Many of the rebels came from the central 
Prussian provinces, far from Germany’s contested ethnic borderlands. They 
rejected the unscriptural theological innovations of the German Christians, 
and founded their movement above all on Bible study groups, where women 
were very much in the majority, in contrast to the male-dominated movement 
of the German Christians. The rebels’ basic beliefs were formed by a piety 
that veered increasingly towards biblical fundamentalism, a factor which 
repelled those few pastors who were former liberals or Social Democrats and 


who therefore stayed well clear of the movement themselves.12 


Reich Bishop Miiller tried to undermine the rebels by banning any mention 
of the dispute from sermons, disciplining some of the dissidents, and merging 
the Protestant youth organizations, with over a million members, into the 
Hitler Youth. At the same time he also demonstratively resigned from the 
German Christian movement, in an attempt to show his even-handedness. But 
it was all to no avail. Oppositional pastors defied his rulings and spoke out 
against ‘Nazified Christianity’ from their pulpits. They now rejected the Reich 
Church altogether and founded a rival body, the Confessing Church, which 
adopted a declaration of principles, inspired by the theologian Karl Barth, at 
its meeting in Barmen in May 1934, repudiating the ‘Aryan Paragraph’ and 
expressing its faith in the Bible. Barth, who was Swiss, but based in Bonn, 
was soon afterwards forced to leave Germany for his native country, from 
where his writings, calling Protestants to resist the encroachments of the 
regime and return to a pure religion based on the Bible, continued to exert a 


considerable influence on his followers.22 


As a result of these events, Reich Bishop Miiller felt obliged to sack Krause 
shortly after the Sports Palace rally and abandon the disciplinary measures he 
had launched to curb the rebels, throwing the German Christian movement 
into disarray and inaugurating a period of internal disputes that lasted for well 
over a year. Soon, Miiller’s position as Reich Bishop was rendered more or 


less meaningless by the Confessing Church’s creation of a central, co- 
ordinating ‘Provisional Management of the German Evangelical Church’ on 


22 November 1934.2! One preacher who joined the Confessing Church now 
proclaimed that: “The men who now rule speak only of their own deeds and 
their own egos; there’s never any talk of the fear of God, and for this reason 
the Third Reich won’t be able to keep going for very long.’ A Franconian 
pastor was recorded as saying in his Sunday sermon ‘that a proper Christian 
cannot be a National Socialist at the same time, and a proper National 
Socialist cannot be a Christian at the same time’. Martin Niemdller in 
particular delivered a series of sermons whose hostility to the regime was 
unmistakable. To packed congregations in his parish of Dahlem, numbering 
1,500 on at least one occasion, Niemdller publicly named Goebbels, 
Rosenberg and Giirtner as the men responsible for the imprisonment of 
refractory pastors; he read out lists of the names of pastors who had been 
arrested or barred from speaking; on 30 January 1937, the fourth anniversary 
of Hitler’s appointment as Reich Chancellor, he preached on a text describing 
the apostle Paul’s imprisonment; and he led prayers for non-Aryans who had 
been deprived of their jobs. The Gestapo noted with concern that 242 
churches in the Potsdam district had failed to fly swastika flags on 9 


November 1935, the anniversary of the 1923 Nazi beer-hall putsch.22 
Political regimes would come and go, proclaimed another preacher; only God 
remained eternal. The Gestapo noted that the congregation in such sermons 
often consisted of all kinds of enemies of National Socialism, not just ‘old 
officers who can’t adapt themselves’, large landowners and the like, but also 
Freemasons ‘and even some former Communists who have suddenly 


discovered they are churchgoing people at heart’.22 A song was doing the 
rounds in Marburg, noted another Gestapo report: 


Once we were Communists 
Steel Helmets and SPD 
Today we’re Confessing Christians 


Fighters against the NSDAP.24 


Oppositional elements were beginning to gravitate towards the Confessing 


Church. The threat to the Nazi regime seemed very real to some.22 


Yet the Confessing Church never became a general centre of opposition in 
the way that the Protestant Church was to become in the German Democratic 
Republic in the late 1980s. Hitler and the leading Nazis still considered 
religion too sensitive an area to back Miiller’s policies with real force. Jager’s 
attempt to dismiss the Lutheran bishops Wurm and Meiser from their posts, 


for example, had led to mass public demonstrations among which Party 
members were prominent, and was clearly alienating many of the Nazis’ 
supporters amongst the farming population of Wiirttemberg and Franconia. 


The bishops were reinstated.2° The Nazi leaders were obliged therefore to 
accept the failure of the German Christians’ attempt to co-ordinate the 
Evangelical Church from within. Still, many leading figures in the Confessing 
Church protested their loyalty to the Third Reich and denied that they were 
doing anything political. Even in 1934, at the height of the conflict, Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer, one of the Confessing Church’s more radical thinkers, was 
unusual in taking the critical line that ‘dreamers and the naive like Niemdller 
still believe they are the true National Socialists’. Few members of the 
Church, he thought, would develop their commitment into the broader 


resistance to Nazism that would eventually become necessary.22 In any case, 


by 1937 the Protestant Church was either deeply divided between the German 
Christians and the Confessing Church, as in Berlin, Westphalia or the 
Rhineland, or still dominated by the German Christians, as in most other parts 
of North Germany. Many ordinary Protestants wearied of the bitter internal 
struggles and simply gave up involvement in the Church altogether; for this 
silent majority, biblical fundamentalism and Nazified Christianity were 


equally repellent.22 

Moreover, the most important cause of the quarrel, the demand of the 
German Christians to expel racially defined non-Aryans from the Church, 
drew from some not a principled rejection of antisemitism from the 
Confessing pastors, but merely a different version of it. They believed that 
baptized Jews were by definition no longer Jews, and they cared little about 
the unbaptized. Niem6ller himself declared publicly in 1935 that the Jews had 
been eternally cursed because they had caused Christ’s crucifixion. Yet he 
went on to use this argument to urge a stop to their persecution in the Third 
Reich: if God had judged them, it was not for humans to intervene with their 
own hatred, and in any case, had not Jesus told Christians to love their 
enemies? In this way, Nieméller sought to turn the Nazis’ arguments against 
themselves. The Jews, he declared, had been too proud of their racial identity 
as ‘Abraham’s seed’ to heed the gospel of Jesus; now racial pride was causing 
the Germans to tread the same road, thus opening up the possibility that they 
too might be cursed for all eternity. Such arguments may themselves seem 
antisemitic in retrospect; but in the context of the time they had practical 


consequences of a very different kind.22 Pastors who baptized Jewish 
children or preached on the virtues of the Old Testament were defamed by 
German Christians as ‘Jew-pastors’ and had to bear the brunt of repeated 


invective and insults from their opponents. The difference between the 
German Christians and the Confessing Church was real enough in the 


1930s.29 

The Evangelical Church, as a state institution, had been obliged to adopt the 
‘Aryan Paragraph’ in 1933 and to dismiss the eighteen pastors to whom it 
applied (eleven others were exempt because they had fought in the First 
World War). For many decades it had devoted some attention to converting 
Jews to Christianity, but these efforts now encountered growing disapproval 
in the Church. The Confessing Church had indeed come into existence partly 
around a protest against this measure, which aroused strong hostility amongst 
some local pastors. Many Protestant laymen were also disturbed by the overt 
racial antisemitism of the German Christians. The novelist, poet and 
broadcaster Jochen Klepper, whose wife was Jewish, was already 
complaining about the regime’s antisemitism in March 1933. The ‘national 
revolution’ was creating nothing less than a ‘pogrom atmosphere’, he noted in 
his diary. For Klepper, a devout Protestant, antisemitism, far from being a 
natural accompaniment of Christianity, was a denial of Christianity’s biblical 
heritage: ‘I’m not an antisemite,’ he wrote, ‘because no Believer can be one. 
I’m not a philosemite, because no Believer can be one - But I believe in God’s 
Mystery, that he has manifested through the Jews, and for this reason I can do 
nothing but suffer because of the fact that the Church tolerates what is going 


on at present.’21 
Yet political considerations among those who were taking responsibility for 
resisting the German Christians on an institutional level dictated caution. 


Even Niemdller urged ‘restraint? on non-Aryan pastors. 32 Reflecting a 
common tendency to blame anyone but Hitler, another pastor from the 
Confessing Church coupled his criticism of the leadership principle in the 
Church with a reminder that God had given them the Leader; it was not Hitler 


but the Reich Bishop who was responsible for the troubles.23 Moreover, if 
some rural congregations went over to the Confessing Church en masse, this 
was generally because, as a Gestapo report on the Potsdam district noted, 
‘farming people seem to want to celebrate their Church festivals in the 
traditional form; as far as they are concerned, they are a part of rural custom 
and to do away with them would be unthinkable’. What applied to rural 
districts could equally well apply to the dwindling congregations in the towns 
and cities, long since deserted by the working class but still popular in 
conservative artisan, bourgeois and aristocratic circles. The Gestapo report 
added that the regime had not done enough to overcome such inbred 


34 


traditionalism. “= But it was difficult to see what more it could do in reality. 


The German Christians’ attempt to create a synthesis between German 


Protestantism and Nazi racism had effectively collapsed.22 


Ill 


Meanwhile, leading figures in the Confessing Church, such as Niemédller, 
were placed under surveillance, and acts of official harassment against 
Confessing pastors began to multiply, augmented by sometimes violent 
attempts to wrest back control of particular churches by the German 
Christians, who continued to hold the allegiance of many Protestants all the 


way up to 1945.28 The failure of the regime to bring the Church to heel was 
not to be borne lightly. Hitler reluctantly abandoned his ambition of 
converting it into the official state Church of the Third Reich. Instead, he 
ordered the creation of a new Ministry for Church Affairs, established in July 
1935 under the 48-year-old Hanns Kerrl, a Party member since 1925 and 
Prussian Minister of Justice from 1933 until the Ministry’s dissolution the 
following year. The new Ministry was given wide-ranging powers, which 


Kerrl did not hesitate to deploy in order to bring refractory pastors to heel 22 
Kerrl launched serious repressive measures against the Confessing Church, 
and in particular its Berlin-Brandenburg section, where the dissenters were 
strongest. Pastors were banned from preaching, or had their pay stopped. 
They were forbidden to teach in schools. All theological students were 
ordered to join Nazi organizations. An important Protestant publishing house 
was confiscated and a Protestant church in Munich demolished. Niemdller 
was arrested, and by the end of 1937, over 700 Protestant pastors in the 
country had been imprisoned. Their offence was to have disobeyed 
government gagging orders on their sermons, government bans on fund- 
raising for the Confessing Church, or other official decrees and regulations. 
One hundred and two pastors were arrested in the Postdam district in 1935 for 
reading out the declarations of the Confessing Church’s synod, though all of 
them were subsequently released. In some places they were welcomed home 
by triumphant demonstrations of members of the Steel Helmets, breaking free 
momentarily from their incorporation into the brownshirts. ‘All the measures 
taken so far against the Confessing Church’, the Gestapo was forced to 
confess, ‘have so far proved to be inadequate, and only made the pastors more 


insubordinate still.’22 
Niemdller’s trial was a fiasco, and he was acquitted of all serious charges. A 
series of witnesses appeared to testify to his patriotism, and Niemdller himself 


said that he was far from being a political opponent of the Nazis. He was 
immediately released. However, when Niemdller was freed on 2 March 1938, 
he found the Gestapo waiting for him at the prison gates. Hitler had 
personally ordered him to be rearrested. Niemdller was placed in solitary 
confinement in Sachsenhausen concentration camp. On the outbreak of war in 
September 1939, he offered to join the navy again, but the offer was rejected. 
His rebellion was, he still insisted, purely religious. Nevertheless, his arrest 
and incarceration aroused widespread condemnation. He was remembered 
daily in prayers not just in the Confessing Church but in Protestant 
congregations in many other countries, where he was regarded as a martyr for 
Christian principles. His continued imprisonment, after having been acquitted 
by a court of law, caused international embarrassment for the regime. In order 
to blunt the edge of this worldwide criticism, Hitler gave him day release to 
see his dying father. The fact that Niemdller was the Leader’s personal 
prisoner also gave him a limited number of special privileges on certain 
occasions to placate world opinion. He was allowed occasional visits from his 
wife, and when news of his poor health became public after one such meeting, 
the resulting protests led to an improvement in his rations. Nevertheless, when 
Niemdller’s wife asked Hitler directly for his release in 1939, the Nazi Leader 
replied that if he was set free he would only gather round him an oppositional 


group that would endanger the state.29 


Niemoller was in no way immune from the daily humiliations and 
brutalities which the SS camp guards visited on the inmates. In view of his 
patient suffering of such maltreatment, and his constantly reiterated faith in 
God, he gained a considerable degree of moral authority over the other 
inmates, all of whom he treated undifferentiatingly as victims of an evil 
regime. It was at this time, seeing the sufferings of the camp’s Jewish inmates, 
that he came to repudiate his earlier antisemitic views. Jews, he told a fellow 
inmate, should be treated exactly like other Germans: his earlier advocacy of 
restrictions on their civil rights had been wrong. Although Niemdller was 
given relatively light work duties such as chopping wood, he was frequently 
beaten on the slightest pretext. On one occasion in the late 1930s, ordered to 
give his name, he replied that he was Pastor Niemdller. Viciously beaten by 
the camp guards, he then had to say, ‘I am the swine Niemdller.’ On numerous 
occasions, the guards, according to the memoir of a fellow inmate, written 
shortly after the event, made him hop on one foot between them, sometimes 
crouch and hop. They beat him at the same time to make him more agile. One 
day he evidently used the name of God (though I could not catch it), for I 
heard one of the guards shout, ‘The Schweinhund is calling his Drecksgott 
(dirty god). I would like to see if He will help him out of here.’ Sometimes the 


Commandant or other officers would stop to watch the play. Then the guards 


would outdo themselves as they received approving laughs.42 


In 1941, when it seemed possible for a while that Nieméller would convert to 
Catholicism, Hitler had him moved with three Catholic priests to Dachau, 
where he was kept in considerably improved conditions almost to the end of 
the war. But there was never any prospect that he would set him free, 
particularly when NiemGller decided that he would not convert to Catholicism 


after all.44 And in the meantime, in his parish in the plush Berlin suburb of 
Dahlem, the German Christians had won the upper hand again, as his rival, 
the senior pastor Eberhard Rohricht, previously eclipsed by Niemdller’s 
charisma, seized the initiative and drove out the core group of the Confessing 


Church’s supporters from the parish altogether.42 

Looking back on his arrest and imprisonment later in life, Niemdller came 
to regret the compromises he had made with the regime, and blamed himself 
for pursuing narrowly religious interests. In the statement that more than 
anything else has caused his memory to live on across the world, he said: 


First they took the Communists, but I was not a Communist, so I said 
nothing. Then they took the Social Democrats, but I was not a Social 
Democrat, so I did nothing. Then it was the trade unionists’ turn, but I 
was not a trade unionist. And then they took the Jews, but I was not a 
Jew, so I did little. Then when they came and took me, there was no one 


left who could have stood up for me.43 


For all its power in projecting Niemdller’s retrospective remorse, this famous 
statement also illustrated the continuing narrowness of his confessional 
outlook, and the continuing depth of the confessional divide in Germany; for 


there was one group about which he said nothing at all: the Catholics.44 


CATHOLICS AND PAGANS 


I 


Hitler both admired and feared the Catholic Church, which at the time of his 
appointment as Reich Chancellor claimed the allegiance of about 20 million 
Germans, or one-third of the population, mostly in the South and West. Like 
Bismarck before him, he considered Catholics less than totally committed to 
the national cause because their Church owed its institutional allegiance not to 
the German state but to Rome. Other leading Nazis who had come from a 
Catholic background, such as Joseph Goebbels, also stood in some awe of the 
Church’s powerful and elaborate organization and its ability to convince its 
members of the rightness of its creed. Hitler admired the commitment that 
celibacy gave its priests, and the closeness of its links with the common 


people.42 Himmler’s deputy, Reinhard Heydrich, reacted against a strict 
Catholic upbringing with a hatred of the Church that can only be called 
fanatical. In 1936, Heydrich classified the Jews and the Catholic Church, 
acting above all through political institutions such the Centre Party, as the two 
principal enemies of Nazism. As an international body, he argued, the 
Catholic Church was necessarily subversive of the racial and spiritual 


integrity of the German people.4® Moreover, the Catholics, unlike the 


Protestants, had been largely represented by a single political party, the 
Centre, whose voters, again unlike those of most other parties, had mostly 
remained loyal and resisted the appeal of Nazism during the elections of the 
early 1930s. Much of the blame for this could be laid in the Nazis’ view at the 
feet of the clergy, who had preached vehemently against the Nazi Party, in 
many cases ruled that Catholics could not join it, and strongly urged their 
congregations to continue voting for the Centre or its Bavarian equivalent, the 


Bavarian People’s Party.42 For many if not most leading Nazis, therefore, it 
was Vitally important to reduce the Catholic Church in Germany as quickly as 
possible to total subservience to the regime. 

The Catholic community had already agreed in 1933 to abandon the Centre 
Party, which duly wound itself up along with a few other obviously political 
organizations such as the Catholic Trade Unions, but it expected the vast 
majority of other lay organizations within the Catholic confession to be 
allowed to maintain their independence. This expectation seemed reasonable 
enough to many Catholics in view of the formal Concordat concluded 


between the Nazi regime and the Papacy in July 1933, which had promised to 
protect Catholic lay institutions in return for the Church’s commitment to 


abstain from any involvement in politics. 48 The Concordat’s provisions on 
this point were extremely vague, however, and during the summer of 1933 the 
regime began seizing the property of Catholic lay organizations and forcing 
them to close down if they did not do so voluntarily. On 20 July newspapers 
were forbidden to call themselves ‘Catholic’ (all newspapers were to be 
‘German’), and on 19 September 1933, the Bavarian political police, under 
Heinrich Himmler, banned ‘all activities on the part of Catholic organizations’ 
apart from youth groups, church choirs meeting for rehearsal, and charitable 
organizations considering applications for support. Alarmed, Cardinal 
Bertram, in Breslau, told Pope Pius XI on 4 October of the problems he 
foresaw with the Nazi ambition to exert total control over society, the banning 
of Catholic periodicals, the state’s interference in Church charities, and the 
banning or ‘co-ordination’ of Catholic voluntary associations. Another 
leading figure in the Church, Cardinal Michael Faulhaber, objected publicly 
to attacks on non-Aryan Catholics, although he made no criticism of the 
regime’s moves against non-Catholic Jews. In the Vatican, Cardinal Pacelli, 
former Papal Nuncio to Germany and now Secretary of State under Pope Pius 
XI, complained to the German Foreign Ministry and threatened to issue a 
public letter of protest. But in practice nothing was done. The Catholic 
hierarchy in Germany considered it more effective to issue general 
declarations of support for the regime in the hope that they would stem the 
tide of anti-Catholic actions. Thus Archbishop Grober in Freiburg declared 
publicly on 10 October 1933 ‘that I am placing myself completely behind the 
new government and the new Reich’, and then used his open loyalty to the 
regime to try to persuade the Nazi authorities in Baden to stop attacks on the 
Church. Yet the hierarchy could not protest too forcefully against measures it 
disliked because that was to enter the realm of politics, from which it had 


explicitly excluded itself by agreeing to the Concordat.42 
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Map 6. Religious Affiliation in 1936 

In practice, the leading Nazis were aware of the dangers inherent in 
attacking deep-rooted institutions and traditions in the Catholic community. 
So they proceeded slowly. Even Himmler insisted in an order issued on 2 
November 1933 that no anti-Catholic measures were to be taken without his 
instructions. The Gestapo began surveillance of Catholic activities, including 
church services, and paid particular attention to laymen formerly prominent in 
the Centre Party and the Bavarian People’s Party, drawing up lengthy lists of 


Catholics thought still to be opposed to the regime.22 Leading Nazis were 
particularly concerned at the continued refusal of Catholic youth 


organizations to dissolve themselves, which meant that the Hitler Youth was 
unable to make much progress in strongly Catholic areas. Control over the 
younger generation was vital for the building of the future. On 15 March 1934 
the Hitler Youth leader Baldur von Schirach condemned the divisive influence 
of Catholic youth groups and urged parents to enrol their children in his own 
movement. He also started to encourage Hitler Youth units to pick fights with 
members of rival Catholic youth groups, thus beginning to apply the kind of 
coercion on the streets that had proved so effective on a wider scale in the 


first half of 1933.24 The hierarchy was given a sharp reminder when the SS 
shot dead Erich Klausener, General Secretary of Catholic Action, an 
important lay body, in his office in Berlin during the ‘Night of the Long 
Knives’ in 1934, along with Adalbert Probst, National Director of the 
Catholic Youth Sports Association. In Munich those shot included Fritz 
Gerlich, editor of the Catholic weekly The Strait Way (Der gerade Weg) and a 
well-known critic of the regime. It was also strongly rumoured that the former 
Centre Party leader and ex-Reich Chancellor Heinrich Briining had been on 
the death-list, but he happened fortuitously to be on a visit to London and so 
escaped. The import of these events, which took place in the middle of 
personal negotiations between Hitler and the Catholic hierarchy on the future 
of Catholic lay organizations, could hardly have been clearer. Yet the same 
hierarchy made no protest about the murders. Instead, it joined with the 
Evangelical Church in a shared sense of relief at the defeat of supposedly 
immoral brownshirt radicals such as R6hm and appeared outwardly satisfied 
with the explanation that the murdered men had committed suicide or been 


shot while trying to escape.22 


Il 


These events were swiftly followed by the death of Hindenburg, who was 
strongly identified as a representative of a conservative, Protestant, Christian 
faith, and the ending of the Nazi project of creating a national Church united 
around the German Christian idea. All this opened the way to a sharp 
escalation of anti-Catholic policies. It was at this time that a fierce debate 
began over the anti-Christian writings of the Nazi ideologue Alfred 
Rosenberg, who publicly rejected such central doctrines as the immortality of 
the soul and Christ’s redemption of humankind from original sin. In his book 
The Myth of the Twentieth Century, Rosenberg excoriated Catholicism as the 
creation of Jewish clericalism, and he elaborated these ideas further in a series 


of books published in the mid-1930s.22 Even the German Christians were 


appalled. They asked Hitler to repudiate these ideas, though without success. 
Rosenberg’s publications were immediately placed on the Catholic Church’s 
Index of Prohibited Books, and elicited a furious response from the German 
Catholic clergy. A variety of pamphlets, books, meetings and sermons 
condemned Rosenberg’s teachings, and anathematized his supporters within 
the Nazi Party. Rosenberg’s works were officially treated by the regime as 
nothing more than expressions of his own private views, however. It felt no 
need to disown them. But the regime recognized at the same time that the 
controversy was building up the resistance of the Catholic community to 
further penetration by Nazi ideology and institutions. As a Gestapo report 
noted in May 1935: ‘Numerous clerics are now taking a very critical position 
from the pulpit towards Rosenberg’s Myth and his new work To the 
Obscurantists of Our Day. They curse the spirit of the new age, the Godless 


and the heathen, by which they mean National Socialism.’24 

The controversy over Rosenberg’s ideas soon began to take on what the 
Nazi leadership regarded as more dangerous forms as the German bishops 
issued public rebukes to the Nazi ideologue and called on the faithful to reject 


his ideas.22 In his Easter message, written on 19 March 1935, Clemens von 
Galen, the Bishop of Miinster, launched a fierce attack on Rosenberg’s book. 
‘There are heathens again in Germany,’ he noted in alarm, and he criticized 
Rosenberg’s idea of the racial soul. ‘The so-called eternal racial soul’, 
declared Galen, ‘is in reality a nullity.’ Early in July 1935, Rosenberg took the 
opportunity to criticize Galen at a rally in Miinster, and in response, the 
Catholic faithful in Minster appeared in unprecedented numbers at the annual 
July procession through the streets held to commemorate the local Church’s 
survival of Bismarck’s persecution half a century before and - on this 
occasion - the 400th anniversary of the defeat of the Anabaptists who had 
instituted a reign of terror in the town during the Reformation. Nineteen 
thousand Catholics, double the usual number, came out to cheer their bishop, 
who issued a ringing declaration that he would never give in to the enemies of 
the Church. In response, the local Party put up notices denying any intention 
of renewing the Bismarckian attempt to suppress the Church’s independence, 
while local officials reported to Berlin that Galen was stirring up discontent 


and accused him of meddling in politics.2© Galen wrote personally to Hitler 


complaining about attacks on the clergy by leading Nazis such as Baldur von 


Schirach.22 Compromise was clearly not in the air. Tightening the screws on 
the Church, Himmler and the Gestapo now began to introduce tougher 
measures against Catholic lay organizations and institutions, limiting public 
meetings, censoring the remaining Catholic newspapers and magazines and 


banning particular issues, and putting proven Nazis into editorial positions in 
the Catholic press. Both Hermann Goring and Wilhelm Frick, the Reich 
Interior Minister, spoke out against ‘politicizing Catholicism’, declaring that 
the continued existence of Catholic lay organizations was incompatible with 


the spirit of the age,28 Towards the end of 1935, Goebbels and the 
Propaganda Ministry took a hand in the controversy, releasing a flood of 
accusations against Catholic organizations for financial corruption, just as 


they had done in 1933 with the trade unions.22 

These new tactics failed altogether to have the desired effect in weaning the 
Catholic community away from its faith. The Gestapo reported that the 
priesthood, through the confessional and through a whole programme of 
house visits, was so successful in countering the allegations that the laity, 
especially in rural areas, ‘regards what stands written in the newspapers as a 


falsehood, or at least a great exaggeration’ 2 The drive to recruit young 


people to the Hitler Youth and its female equivalent, the League of German 
Girls, ran up against tough opposition from Catholic priests, who were 
reported in some areas to be refusing absolution to girls who joined the 


League instead of a Catholic girls’ organization. 24 Incidents began to 


multiply. Catholic congregations reacted with undisguised fury at the attempts 
of local Party bosses to remove religious statuary from public buildings such 
as mortuaries, and demonstratively flew Church flags instead of swastika 
banners to welcome visiting Catholic dignitaries. The brownshirts staged 
public demonstrations such as one in Rosenheim, where they demanded the 
sacking of a teacher who had been disciplining his pupils for failing to attend 


Church (‘to Dachau with him!’ was the cry).£2 The Church, complained the 
regional government in Upper Bavaria in July 1937, was becoming a ‘state 
within a state’, and local Nazis were angry ‘that the Church is propagating an 


ongoing opposition in the most public way from its pulpits’ 23 The regime’s 


policy even had repercussions near the centre of government: when Hitler 
held a ceremony to pin the golden party badge on the remaining non-Nazis in 
the cabinet on 30 January 1937, the Postal and Transport Minister, Peter 
Baron von Eltz-Riibenach, a staunch Catholic, refused to accept it and told 
Hitler to his face to stop repressing the Church. Furious at the embarrassment, 
Hitler stormed out of the room without saying a word, while the quick-witted 


Goebbels secured the refractory Minister’s resignation on the spot.04 

In one area the conflict erupted into open protest. Villagers in a rural, deeply 
Catholic part of southern Oldenburg had already been upset by a reduction of 
religious education in the schools and the regional Education Minister’s 


defence of Rosenberg’s anti-Catholic diatribes. On 4 November, the Minister 
made matters far worse by banning the religious consecration of new school 
buildings and ordering the removal of religious symbols such as crucifixes 
(and, for that matter, portraits of Luther) from all state, municipal and parish 
buildings, including schools. The local Catholic clergy protested from the 
pulpit. On 10 November, 3,000 war veterans assembled to celebrate 
Remembrance Day heard a priest swear never to tolerate the removal of 
crucifixes from the schools. He would, he told the crowd, fight the decree and 
if necessary die for the cause, just as the veterans had in the First World War. 
Parish bells were rung everywhere in the morning and evening as a further 
sign of protest. Mass petitions were handed in ceremoniously to the regional 
Education Ministry. Crosses on people’s houses and in the schools were 
decorated, and large crosses were affixed to church towers and lit up at night 
with electric light bulbs. Parishioners began to resign from the Nazi Party and 
one branch of the brownshirts dissolved itself in protest. At a meeting 
attended by 7,000 ordinary citizens, the Party’s Regional Leader was forced to 
announce the decree’s withdrawal. It was followed by the renewed ringing of 
church bells all over the district, services of thanksgiving and the publication 
in the whole diocese, far beyond the immediate locality, of a pastoral letter by 
Bishop von Galen recounting the affair, celebrating the victory, and vowing to 
have no truck with enemies of Christ. The affair did lasting damage to the 
standing of the Nazi Party in southern Oldenburg, where despite massive 
manipulation and intimidation it gained a strikingly low vote in the Reichstag 
election of 1938 - 92 per cent as against 99 per cent in the same district in the 


election of March 1936.22 

Already since even before the Concordat had been ratified, Cardinal Pacelli, 
the Vatican Secretary of State in Rome, had been sending a steady stream of 
lengthy and circumstantially detailed complaints to the German government 
about such violations, listing hundreds of cases in which the brownshirts had 
closed down Catholic lay organizations, confiscated money and equipment, 
engaged in anti-Christian propaganda, banned Catholic publications, and 
much more. In response, the German government repeatedly told the Vatican 
that its fight against Marxism and Communism demanded the unity of the 
German people through the ending of confessional divisions. Catholic priests 
were hindering this struggle, publicly branding the swastika as the ‘Devil’s 
cross’, refusing to use the Hitler greeting, expelling brownshirts from church 
services and continuing to violate the Concordat by including political attacks 
on the regime in their sermons. The regime therefore continued the war on the 
cultural infrastructure of the Catholic community on many fronts. Catholic 
youth organizations, which in May 1934 numbered 1.5 million members, and 


ranged from the Catholic equivalent of the Boy Scouts to Catholic sports 
clubs of many kinds, were an obvious target, especially since there were 
frequent clashes with the Hitler Youth, though these were mostly confined to 
the shouting of insults. Catholic youth organizations in the eyes of the regime 
were ‘anti-nationalist and anti-National Socialist’ and had to be suppressed. 
Members of these organizations came under growing pressure to resign and 


join the Hitler Youth instead.©© The Reich Theatre Chamber began from 1935 
onwards to ban Church-sponsored musical and also theatrical events, arguing 
that they were competing financially and ideologically with Nazi-sponsored 
concerts and plays. By 1937 it was banning Nativity plays, arguing they were 
a form of Catholic political propaganda and so contrary to the provisions of 


the Concordat.22 

In these as in many other areas, Pacelli continued to remonstrate with the 
German government in a stream of lengthy, detailed and strongly worded 
memoranda. After the beginning of Goebbels’s campaign against alleged 
financial corruption in the Church, the tone of the exchanges between Berlin 
and Rome became much sharper. Relations seemed to be plunging into open 


hostility.©8 Church services and sermons in Germany were now, the Vatican 


complained, being subjected to constant surveillance by the authorities: ‘The 
repellent phenomenon of informers hovers around every step, every word, 


every official act.©2 In many parts of the country, Catholic priests were 
engaging in a largely spontaneous war of words with local Party leaders and 
officials over continuing Party attempts to co-ordinate denominational schools 
and Catholic youth organizations. These struggles were indeed, regional state 
officials reported, the only cause of open political dissent within Germany by 


the mid-1930s.22 Matters came to a head when, alarmed at the escalating 
conflict, a delegation of senior German bishops and cardinals, including 
Bertram, Faulhaber and Galen, went to Rome in January 1937 to denounce 
the Nazis for violating the Concordat. Meeting with a favourable response 
from the Pope, Faulhaber drafted a Papal Encyclical which was considerably 
extended by Pacelli, drawing on his lengthy correspondence with the German 
government and summing up the complaints that the Vatican had now been 
making for several years. The document was approved by the Pope, smuggled 
into Germany, secretly printed at twelve different locations, distributed to 
parish priests by boys on bicycles or on foot, and read out from virtually 
every Catholic pulpit in the land on 21 March 1937. 

Written in German and entitled Mit brennender Sorge, ‘with buming 
concern’, it condemned the ‘hatred’ and ‘calumny’ poured on the Church by 


the Nazis.Z1 Although much of the document was cast in theological 
language not easily comprehensible to laypeople, some of it at least was clear 
enough. When it came to the regime’s policies towards the Church, Pope Pius 
XI, using language supplied to him by Cardinal Pacelli, certainly did not 
mince words. ‘Anyone’, he thundered, who unties the race, or the people, or 
the form taken by the state, the bearers of state power or other basic values of 
human social construction - which claim a significant and honourable place 
within the earthly order of things - from this, its temporal scale of values, 
makes it the highest norm of all, including religious values, and deifies it with 
an idolatrous cult, overturns and falsifies the order of things created and 


commanded by God.Z2 


For the faithful, the eternal values of religion had to be paramount. In order to 
undermine them, however, the Encyclical went on, the German government, 
was conducting an ‘annihilatory struggle’ against the Church: 


With measures of compulsion both visible and concealed, with 
intimidation, with threats of economic, professional, civic and other 
disadvantages, the doctrinal faithfulness of Catholics and in particular of 
certain classes of Catholic civil servants are being placed under a 


pressure that is as illegal as it is inhumane.Z2 


Enraged at this condemnation, and alarmed at the evidence it provided 
of the Catholic Church’s ability to organize a nationwide protest without 
arousing the slightest suspicion in advance even from the Gestapo, 
Hitler ordered all copies of the Encyclical to be seized, anyone found in 
possession of it to be arrested, any further publication of it to be banned 


and all the firms who had printed it closed down.Z4 


Armed since 1936 with his new powers as Head of the German Police, 
Himmler now stepped up the campaign against the Church. Together with his 
deputy Reinhard Heydrich, he placed secret agents in Church organizations, 
and escalated police harassment of clerics. There was a further clamp-down 
on the diocesan press, restrictions were placed on pilgrimages and 
processions, even Catholic marriage guidance and parenthood classes were 
banned because they did not convey the National Socialist view of these 
things. By 1938 the majority of Catholic youth groups had been closed down 
on the grounds that they were assisting in the dissemination of ‘writings 
hostile to the state’. Catholic Action, whose leaders in Germany allegedly 
maintained communications with Prelate Kaas, the former leader of the 


Centre Party, was also banned in January 1938.22 State subsidies for the 
Church were cut in Bavaria and Saxony, and monasteries were dissolved and 
their assets confiscated. House-searches and arrests of ‘political’ priests 
underwent a sharp increase, with a steady stream of well-publicized cases of 
‘abuse of the pulpit’ brought before the court. The arrest and trial of one Jesuit 
priest, Rupert Mayer, led to angry public demonstrations in court by his 
supporters and special prayers for him being defiantly said in Munich’s St 
Michael’s church. Some priests continued to refuse to knuckle under, and 
there were reports of priests refusing to give the Nazi salute and telling 


children to say ‘Praised be Jesus Christ’ instead of ‘Hail, Hitler’.Z® In the 
course of this struggle, more than a third of Catholic priests in Germany were 
subject to some form of disciplining by the police and state authorities, up to 


and including imprisonment, over the whole course of the Third Reich.Z The 
Encyclical had clearly failed to have any immediate effect apart from further 
worsening relations between the Church and the regime. 

The campaign was not confined to the police and the judicial 
administration. Reich Propaganda Minister Goebbels also played his part. 
After the Encyclical, he intensified the publicity campaign against alleged 
sexual scandals involving Catholic priests that had already begun in the 
middle of 1935. Fifteen monks were brought before the courts in November 
1935 for offences against the law on homosexuality in a home for the 
mentally ill in western Germany, revealing, as the press put it, a state of 


affairs that was ‘worse than Sodom and Gomorrah’ 22 They received severe 
prison sentences and the attention of endless column-inches in the press. 
Other priests were soon being tried for alleged sexual offences against minors 
in Catholic children’s homes and similar institutions. By May 1936 the press 
was reporting the trial in Koblenz of over 200 Franciscans for similar 


crimes.22 Such stories meshed with the Nazi disapproval of homosexuality. 


They often took up the whole of the front page of national newspapers. Less 
publicity was given to incidents of Catholic priests and monks arrested for 
sexual offences against girls. Focusing on allegations of pederasty, the press 
claimed that the monasteries were ‘breeding-grounds of a repulsive epidemic’ 
which had to be stamped out. By April 1937 over a thousand priests, monks 
and friars were said - with what degree of truth is uncertain - to be awaiting 


trial on such charges. 82 The tabloid press had no hesitation in leading these 


stories with headlines such as ‘Houses of God degraded into brothels and 
dens of vice’, and demanding of the Catholic Church ‘off with the mask!?’, 
more than hinting that homosexuality and paedophilia were endemic in the 


Church as a whole, and not merely in isolated instances.21 These trials were 


created above all by the Propaganda Ministry, which supplied detailed reports 
to the Reich Justice Ministry and pressed for the supposed culprits to be 
brought before the courts in such a way that would allow it to draw the 
maximum publicity. 

Particularly offensive, declared the press, was the fact that the Church stood 


behind the accused and treated them as martyrs.82 As more trials followed, 


the Propaganda Ministry built up a steady campaign to portray the Church as 
sexually corrupt and unworthy of being entrusted with the education of the 
young. Reporting on other sexual offences was largely suppressed, in order to 
convey the impression that such things only went on in the Church, where, it 
was suggested, they were an inevitable by-product of the celibacy that was 
required of the priesthood by the Church. The Catholic Church was a ‘sore on 
the healthy racial body’ that had to be removed, declared one article in the 


Nazi press.23 The campaign culminated in a furious speech by the Reich 


Propaganda Minister himself, delivered to an audience of 20,000 of the Party 
faithful, and broadcast on national radio, on 28 May 1937, denouncing 
Catholic ‘corrupters and poisoners of the people’s soul’ and promising that 


‘this sexual plague must be exterminated root and branch’.84 These were not 
show trials on trumped-up charges, as the Catholic Church had complained, 
he told his audience, but a necessary ‘reckoning’, as the press put it, with the 
‘hereditarily diseased wearers of the monk’s habit in monasteries and 
brotherhoods’ in the name of the moral rectitude that was inborn in the true 
German. The state was confronting a systematic undermining of the morality 
of the German people. And if the bishops continued to dispute the facts, they 
too would be brought before the courts. ‘It is not the law of the Vatican that 
rules here amongst us,’ he warned the Church, ‘but the law of the German 


people.’22 

The campaign was a typical product of the Propaganda Ministry - drawing 
on what may have been an element of truth in some of the allegations, but 
then blowing it up out of all proportion in the service of a political aim that 
had little or nothing to do with the cases at issue. Goebbels’s intention was to 
convince ordinary Catholics that the Church was corrupt and immoral as an 
institution. More specifically, however, the trials provided a constant 
backdrop of propaganda, backed by police harassment and _ intimidation, 
against which the Nazis now launched a sustained campaign to close 
denominational schools and replace them with non-religious ‘community 
schools’, backed by votes from parents that followed the familiar pattern of 
elections organized by the Nazis. Parents were forced to sign prepared 


statements declaring that they ‘did not want the education of my child at 
school to be misused by stirring up religious unrest’ and supported the slogan 
‘One Leader, One People, One School’. Already at the beginning of 1936, 
Cardinal Bertram had complained directly to Hitler of the ‘unheard-of terror’ 
which was being practised ‘in Bavaria, Wiirttemberg and elsewhere. Those 
who vote for the denominational school are branded as enemies of the state.’ 
His appeal fell on deaf ears. The campaign, backed up by massive local 


propaganda, continued.28 «We don’t want to let the chaplain teach us any 
more!’ children were reported as saying by the leading Nazi daily paper on 25 
May 1937 under the headline: ‘Entire school class defends itself against sex 


offender in priest’s clothing’ 87 


The campaign was not long in bringing results. In 1934, 84 per cent of 
children were still registered in denominational schools in Munich; but by the 
end of 1937, the proportion had fallen to a mere 5 per cent, a result achieved, 
as the Munich Diocesan Administration complained, ‘by means that were 
entirely unjust and illegal’ and involved ‘indescribable terrorism that 
contravened every principle of law and justice’, including the withdrawal of 
welfare support for those who refused to vote for the schools’ abolition. By 
the summer of 1939, all denominational schools in Germany had been turned 
into community schools, and all private schools run by the Churches had been 
closed down or nationalized, and the monks and priests who staffed them 
dismissed. Pastors and priests were prevented from teaching in primary 
schools in increasing numbers. At the same time, religious instruction classes 
were reduced in number. Later the same year, the Nazi teachers’ organization 
told its members not to take over religious instruction classes from the now- 
banned clergy, though not all obeyed. By 1939 religious instruction in 
vocational schools had been reduced to half an hour a week, and in many 
areas it had to follow guidelines that described Jesus as non-Jewish. Parents 
who objected to these moves - and there were many of them, Protestant as 
well as Catholic - were obliged by the local authorities to withdraw their 
objections, summoned to special meetings at the school to pressure them to 
sign their children up for ideological instruction instead of religious 
education, or even threatened with dismissal from their jobs if they refused. In 
similar vein, the Education Ministry drew up plans to merge or close down 
many of the theological faculties in the universities, while from 1939 
theology posts in teacher training colleges that fell vacant were no longer 
filled, by order of the Education Ministry in Berlin. In a few areas, notably in 
Wiirttemberg, where the Education Minister Mergenthaler was strongly anti- 
Christian, there were attempts to abolish religious instruction and replace it 


with classes on the Nazi world-view. The regime did not succeed in 
abolishing religious education altogether by 1939, but its long-term intentions 


had become abundantly clear by this date 88 

The power and influence of the Catholic Church in Germany, like that of its 
Protestant counterpart, had been severely dented by 1939. It had been 
intimidated and harassed until it began to scale down its criticisms of the 
regime for fear that even worse might follow. Widespread threats of 
imprisonment, reported a local government official towards the end of 1937, 


had produced a ‘cautious restraint on the part of the clergy’.82 In some areas, 


the Gestapo took over the anti-Church campaign and rapidly succeeded in 


driving the Catholic Church out of public life.29 Elsewhere, there were 
reports by mid-1938 of a general ‘pacification in the area of Church 


affairs’.21 From Rome, Cardinal Pacelli continued to send interminable 


letters of complaint to the German government charging it with continued 


violations of the Concordat.22 Yet although he contemplated doing so in 
September 1937, Hitler in the end refrained from openly repudiating the 
Concordat. It was not worth the risk of arousing the hostility of the Vatican 
and the protests of Catholic states, particularly Austria, in the increasingly 
delicate state of international relations in the late 1930s. Privately, however, 
the Foreign Ministry made no bones about the fact that it regarded the 
Concordat as ‘out of date’ because many of its provisions, particularly 
concerning education, were ‘fundamentally opposed to the basic principles of 


National Socialism’. 22 It was easier to proceed piecemeal and by stealth and 
avoid all mention of the Concordat. In public, Hitler continued to call for the 
Church’s loyalty and to point out that it still received substantial state support. 
In the long run, however, he made it clear in private that it would be 
completely separated from the state, deprived of income from state taxes, and 
become a purely voluntary body, along with its Protestant equivalent. 
Catholics by and large were unaware of such intentions. For all the bitterness 
of the conflict, it did not result in any general alienation of the Catholic 
community from the Third Reich. Many Catholics were highly critical of the 
Nazi Party, and especially of zealots such as Rosenberg, but Hitler’s standing 
even here was only mildly affected. The deep-seated desire of the Catholic 
community since Bismarck’s time to be accepted as a full part of the German 
nation blunted the edge of its hostility to the anti-Christian policies of the 
regime, which many imagined were being pushed by radicals without the 
knowledge or approval of Hitler himself. This was an illusion. In the long run, 
as Rosenberg declared in September 1938, since young people were now 


almost completely under the control of the Hitler Youth and the Nazified 
education system, the hold of the Church over its congregation would be 
broken and the Catholic and Confessing Churches would disappear from the 
life of the people in their present form. It was a sentiment from which Hitler 


himself did not dissent.24 


Ill 


Dramatic though the escalation of this conflict may have appeared, it was in 
fact neither new in kind nor exclusive to Germany. Like the older generation 
of Social Democrats in the 1930s, older Catholic priests at the same time had 
experienced persecution before. In the 1870s, Bismarck had launched a 
determined assault on the Catholic Church in Germany that had resulted in 
the arrest and imprisonment of hundreds of Catholic priests and the 
imposition of a wide range of secular checks and controls over the clergy. 
Similar policies were pursued at around the same time by secularizing 
governments in Italy and France, where the newly created states - the unified 
Italian monarchy and the French Third Republic - had wrested control of 
education from the clergy and placed it in the hands of state-appointed 
teachers in state-funded schools. Such policies were justified, too, by massive 
secularist propaganda against the supposed sexual immorality of the Catholic 
priesthood, above all in the use of the confessional to discuss the intimate 
secrets of young Catholic women. Pope Pius IX had partly sparked these 
conflicts, partly fuelled them, by issuing his denunciation of secularism and 
modernity through the Syllabus of Errors (1864) and by claiming first call on 
the allegiance of his flock through the Declaration of Papal Infallibility 
(1871). In the twentieth century, secularist persecution of the Christian 
Church had reached a new intensity in Mexico and Russia in the wake of the 
two countries’ respective revolutions. Crushing an international organization 
like the Church, which downgraded the state in its thinking, could form part 
of the process of building a new nation or a new political system. At a local 
level, village schoolteachers and village priests were engaged in a battle for 
supremacy over the minds of the young all across western Europe in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Bitter Church-state struggles were 
nothing new, therefore, in the 1930s. What was new, perhaps, was the Nazi 
rejection of rationalistic secularism. In all these other cases the persecution of 
the Church was not tied to the promotion of an alternative religion. However 
powerful the claim of the state’s ideology might be, it was the claim of a 
secular, earthbound ideology. In the case of the Third Reich, however, the 


matter was not so clear. 22 


What would replace the Churches in Germany when they finally 
disappeared? Leading Nazis took a variety of positions on this issue. Hitler 
and Goebbels’s religious beliefs retained a residual element of Christianity, 
albeit an eccentric one that became notably weaker after the failure of the 
German Christian project in 1934-5. Even Rosenberg qualified his anti- 
Christian stance with support for the German Christians until their failure to 
take over the Evangelical Church had become clear. Initially at any rate, he 
admired Luther, adapted doctrines from the medieval mystic Master Eckhart 
and thought that a racially amended Christianity could be merged into a new 
Germanic religion, which would dispense with the services of priests and 
dedicate itself to the interests of the Aryan race. Still, by publicly advocating 
such a new religion in the mid-1930s, Rosenberg became the most prominent 


spokesman for the anti-Christian tendency within the Nazi Party.2© The Myth 


of the Twentieth Century sold over a million copies,22 though Hitler 
subsequently rejected any idea that it was an official statement of Party 
doctrine. ‘Like many Regional Leaders’, he remarked, ‘I have myself only 
read a little bit of it.’ It was, he said ‘written in a style too difficult to 
understand’. It only began to sell, he claimed, when it was publicly 
condemned by Cardinal Faulhaber and placed on the Church’s Index of 


Prohibited Books.22 Yet leading Nazis, despite having failed to plough all the 
way through the Myth, were not averse to using its ideas in support of their 
policies, as when Baldur von Schirach, urging young people in 1934 to leave 
Catholic youth organizations and join the Hitler Youth, declared that 


‘Rosenberg’s path is the path of German youth’ 29 In July 1935, at the height 
of the controversy over Rosenberg’s attacks on the Churches, a speaker told a 
meeting of the Nazi Students’ League in Bernau: ‘One is either a Nazi or a 
committed Christian.’ Christianity, he said, ‘promotes the dissolution of racial 
ties and of the national racial community . . . We must repudiate the Old and 
the New Testaments, since for us the Nazi idea alone is decisive. For us there 


is only one example, Adolf Hitler and no one else,’ 100 

Such anti-Christian ideas were widespread in the Hitler Youth and formed 
an increasingly important part of the Party’s programme for the indoctrination 
of the young. Children receiving lunches from the National Socialist welfare 
organization in Cologne, for example, were obliged to recite a grace before 
and after the meal which substituted the Leader’s name for God’s when 


thanks were given 101 At one training camp for schoolchildren in Freusberg, 


the inmates were told that the Pope was ‘a half-Jew’ and that they had to hate 


the ‘oriental-Jewish, racially alien teaching of Christianity’, which was 
incompatible with National Socialism. The mother of a twelve-year-old Hitler 
Youth found the following text in his pocket when he came home one 
evening; it was also sung in public by the Hitler Youth at the 1934 Nuremberg 
Party Rally: 


We are the jolly Hitler Youth, 

We don’t need any Christian truth 

For Adolf Hitler, our Leader 

Always is our interceder. 

Whatever the Papist priests may try, 
We’re Hitler’s children until we die; 

We follow not Christ but Horst Wessel. 
Away with incense and holy water vessel! 


As sons of our forebears from times gone by 
We march as we sing with banners held high. 
I’m not a Christian, nor a Catholic, 

I go with the SA through thin and thick. 


Not the cross, they sang, but ‘the swastika is redemption on earth’ 102 


Such propaganda emerged at least in part out of the drive to abolish 
Catholic youth organizations and enrol their members in the Hitler Youth 
instead. Yet it also propagated a fiercely anti-Christian ethic whose virulence 
and potency should not be underestimated. Watching a young Hitler Youth 
member enter a Munich classroom in August 1936, Friedrich Reck- 
Malleczewen 


observed how his glance fell on the crucifix hanging behind the teacher’s 
desk, how in an instant his young and still soft face contorted in fury, how he 
ripped this symbol, to which the cathedrals of Germany, and the ringing 
progressions of the St Matthew Passion are consecrated, off the wall and 
threw it out of the window into the street . . . With the cry: ‘Lie there, you 


dirty Jew! 103 


And there were other outspokenly anti-Christian figures within the Nazi 
leadership besides Schirach. Open paganism in the Party, championed by 
Erich Ludendorff in the mid-1920s, did not disappear with Ludendorff’s 
foundation of the Tannenberg League in 1925 and his expulsion from the 
Party two years later. Robert Ley, leader of the Labour Front, went even 
further than Rosenberg in his disdain for Christianity and his rejection of the 


Divinity of Christ, though he did not follow him down the road of creating a 


substitute religion. 104 A more consistently paganist figure in the Nazi elite 


was the Party’s agricultural expert Richard 

Walther Darré, whose ideology of ‘blood and soil’ made such a powerful 
impression on Heinrich Himmler. Darré believed that the medieval Teutons 
had been weakened by their conversion to Christianity, which he claimed had 


been foisted on them by the effete Latins from Southern Europe. 102 Himmler 


in his turn abandoned his early Christian faith under Darré’s influence. In 
Himmler’s plans for the SS after 1933, the black-shirted racial elite was to 
become a kind of quasi-religious order, modelled to some extent on the 
Jesuits. The ideas that were to cement it together were drawn from supposed 
Germanic pagan rituals and beliefs of the Dark Ages. As an SS plan put it in 
1937: ‘We live in the age of the final confrontation with Christianity. It is part 
of the mission of the SS to give to the German people over the next fifty years 
the non-Christian ideological foundations for a way of life appropriate to their 
own character. ’ These were to be a mixture of bits of Viking or Teutonic 
pagan religion with Wagnerian symbols and pure invention. The SS devised 
its own marriage service, with runes, a bowl of fire, Wagnerian music playing 
in the background and symbols of the sun presiding over the whole bizarre 
ceremony. The families of SS men were ordered by Himmler not to celebrate 
Christmas, but to mark Midsummer instead. Christianity, Himmler was to 
declare on 9 June 1942, was ‘the greatest of plagues’; true morality consisted 
not in exalting the spirit of the individual but in abnegating oneself in the 
service of the race. Moral values could be derived only from consciousness of 


one’s place in, and duty to, the chain of ‘valuable’ heredity.408 


Once it became clear that there was no real possibility of fulfilling the 
Nazis’ early ambition of creating a unified state Church along German 
Christian lines for the whole of the Third Reich, leading Nazis began to 
encourage Party members to declare their formal renunciation of Church 
membership. Rosenberg, predictably, had already left the Church in 1933; 
Himmler and Heydrich resigned in 1936, and a growing number of Regional 
Leaders now followed suit. The Interior Ministry ruled that people leaving 
their Church could declare themselves to be ‘Deists’ (gottgldubig), and the 
Party decreed that office-holders could not simul taneously hold any office in 
the Catholic or Protestant Church. In 1936, stormtroopers were forbidden to 
wear uniforms at Church services, and early in 1939 the ban was extended to 
all Party members. By 1939, over 10 per cent of the population in Berlin, 7.5 
per cent in Hamburg, and between 5 and 6 per cent in some other major cities 
were registered as Deists, a term which could encompass a variety of religious 


beliefs including paganism. The great majority of these are likely to have 
been Party members; the proportion of Deists in the SS had reached over 25 
per cent by 1938, for instance. This process was accelerated by an escalating 
series of measures pushed by the energetic and strongly anti-Christian head of 
Rudolf Hess’s office, Martin Bormann, banning priests and pastors from 
playing a part in Party affairs, or even, after May 1939, from belonging to it 
altogether. Still, there was a long way to go before the population as a whole 
took part in this movement. ‘We won’t let ourselves be turned into heathens,’ 


one woman in Hesse was heard to say by a Gestapo agent 102 The German 
Faith Movement, which propagated a new, racial religion based on a 
mishmash of Nordic and Indian rites, symbols and texts, never won more than 
about 40,000 adherents, and other neopagan groups, like Ludendorff’s 


esoteric Tannenberg League, were even smaller,208 Nevertheless, for all the 


general unpopularity of the movement, it remained the case that the Nazi 
Party was on the way to severing all its ties with organized Christianity by the 


end of the 1930s.292 

Whether this process was leading in the direction of a heavily amended 
form of ‘German Christianity’ or out-and-out paganism was the subject of an 
ongoing struggle between Rosenberg, whose office repeatedly tried to clamp 
down on publications sympathetic to the old idea of a Reich Church based on 
a synthesis of Nazism and Christianity, and Goebbels, who, as so often, took a 
more relaxed view. Goebbels teamed up with the head of the Leader’s 
Chancellery, Philipp Bouhler, who ran the ‘Official Party Examination 
Commission for the Protection of National Socialist Literature’. Its task, 
endorsed by Goebbels, was to check Nazi Party publications for their 
ideological correctness. Rosenberg’s Office for Ideological Information 
repeatedly tried to take over Bouhler’s commission, which it considered 
ideologically lax, but without success, despite the occasional tactical victory 


in getting Hitler to intervene against particular publications. 412 Another, far 
less adept player in these complicated games, the Church Minister Hans 
Kerrl, tried to propagate the idea of a reconciliation of Protestantism and 
Nazism, but this had already had its day by the time of his appointment in 
1935, and the obdurate refusal of the Confessing Church to go along with his 
plans made him seem weak and rendered him vulnerable to the attacks of 
more radical figures like Himmler and Rosenberg. His Ministry’s attempt to 
get the Concordat with the Catholic Church annulled met with similar failure, 
as Hitler considered it diplomatically inadvisable. By 1939, Kerrl’s influence 
was on the wane. He had proved quite unable to assert the monopoly over 
policy towards the Churches that his Ministry had ostensibly been set up to 


exercise +11 


IV 


Nazi policy towards the Churches was thus in a state of some confusion and 
disarray by the eve of the war. The ideological drift was clearly away from 
Christianity, though there was a long way to go before the neopaganist 
alternative found general acceptance even within the Party. Yet for all the 
ideological in-fighting, one objective had remained clear from the very outset: 
the regime was determined to reduce, and if possible eliminate, the Churches 


as centres of real or potential alternative ideologies to its own.!2 The 
primacy of this objective was nowhere clearer than in the regime’s treatment 
of one small but close-knit sect, the ‘Earnest Bible Researchers’, or Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. Since the members of this sect had sworn to obey only Jehovah, 
they refused absolutely to render an oath of loyalty to Hitler. They did not 
give the ‘German greeting’, go to political demonstrations, take part in 
elections or agree to be conscripted into the armed forces. Although their 
humble social background in the lower middle and working classes did bring 
them into contact with former Communists and Social Democrats, Gestapo 
claims that they were merely a front for labour movement resistance groups 
had no basis in fact whatsoever. Indeed, the Witnesses’ movement had some 
resemblances to that of the small, anti-liberal political sects of the immediate 
postwar years from which Nazism itself had sprung. Just as important for the 
police was the fact that their organization was directed from outside Germany, 
in the United States; the movement’s headquarters in Brooklyn was one of the 
earliest public critics of European fascism, and supported the Republican side 
in the Spanish Civil War. Predictably enough, Nazi Party organizations and 
Gestapo officers used crude intimidation and bullying to try to bring the 
Jehova’s Witnesses into line. But this only made them more stubborn. 
Fortified by a resolution passed at their international conference in Lucerne in 
1936 strongly criticizing the German government, they began distributing 
what the regime regarded as seditious leaflets. The police responded with 
arrests and prosecutions, and by 1937 Jehovah’s Witnesses accounted for well 
over half of all cases brought before the Special Court in Freiberg, Saxony, 


and a substantial proportion elsewhere as well,413 

Inside the prisons, the Witnesses steadfastly refused to abandon their faith 
and compromise with the secular state. While some prison governors and 
officials considered them no more than harmless fools, others, such as the 
governor of the Eisenach prison in Thuringia, made strenuous efforts to 


brainwash them, subjecting them to regular sessions of indoctrination. After a 
year, however, his experiment, begun in 1938, had made no real progress and 
was abandoned. Punishment and persecution for the Witnesses were simply 
tests of their faith, imposed on them, as they saw it, by God. Many of them 
refused to work in prison despite repeated punishments. Others went even 
further. The Jehovah’s Witness Otto Grashof, sentenced to four years in the 
Wolfenbiittel gaol for refusing to serve in the army and trying to convince 
another young man to do the same, went on hunger strike when his family 
was evicted from their home and his children taken into care. Brutal force- 
feeding had little effect, and he died early in 1940, weighing less than forty 


kilos. +14 

Legal repression had no effect on the Jehovah’s Witnesses, therefore. They 
were strengthened not least by the close family and community ties that 
bound many of them together. Frustrated at their refusal to knuckle under, the 
police and the SS began taking them straight into the concentration camps on 
their release from prison. Even a senior official at the Justice Ministry 
criticized the judiciary for failing to take the threat posed by the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses with sufficient seriousness. There were, he claimed, nearly two 
million of them in Germany - a gross exaggeration, since there were in reality 
fewer than 30,000 - and they were acting as a Communist front, an assertion 
for which, needless to say, there was not a shred of evidence. Nevertheless, 
the Gestapo unleashed a fresh wave of arrests. By the end of the Third Reich 
about 10,000 Witnesses had been imprisoned, 2,000 of them in the camps, 


where some 950 died.+/2 Here too, however, their sufferings only spurred 
them on to fresh acts of pious self-sacrifice and martyrdom. In some respects 
they were model prisoners, clean, orderly and industrious. Yet the SS man 
Rudolf Hdss, a senior official in the Sachsenhausen camp in the late 1930s, 
reported later that Witnesses refused to stand to attention, take part in drill 
parades, remove their caps, or show any sign of respect to the guards, since 
respect, they said, was due only to Jehovah. Flogging only made them ask for 
more, as a sign of their devotion. Forced to watch the execution of fellow 
Witnesses who had refused to carry out military-related work or obey orders 
conscripting them into the armed forces, they only begged to be allowed to be 
martyred themselves. Héss reported that Himmler was so impressed by their 


fanaticism that he frequently held it up to his SS men as an example.116 


The Jehovah’s Witnesses were, however, alone amongst religious groups in 
their uncompromising hostility to the Nazi state. For all the courage of many 
leading figures in the mainstream Churches, and many ordinary members of 
their congregations, none of them opposed the Third Reich on more than a 


narrowly religious front. The Gestapo might allege that Catholic priests and 
Confessing pastors hid out-and-out opposition to National Socialism under 
the cloak of pious rhetoric, but the truth was that, on a whole range of issues, 
the Churches remained silent. Both the Evangelical and Catholic Churches 
were politically conservative, and had been for a long time before the Nazis 
came to power. Their fear of Bolshevism and revolution, forces that showed 
their teeth once more in reports of the widespread massacre of priests by the 
Republicans at the beginning of the Spanish Civil War, strengthened them in 
their view that if Nazism went, something worse might well take its place. 
The deep and often bitter confessional divide in Germany meant that there 
was no question of Catholics and Protestants joining forces against the 
regime. The Catholics had been anxious to prove their loyalty to the German 
state since the days when it had been doubted by Bismarck during the 1870s. 
The Protestants had been an ideological arm of the state under the 
Bismarckian Empire and strongly identified with German nationalism for 
many years. Both broadly welcomed the suppression of Marxist, Communist 
and liberal political parties, the combating of ‘immorality’ in art, literature 
and film, and many other aspects of the regime’s policies. The long tradition 
of antisemitism amongst both Catholics and Protestants ensured that there 
were no formal protests from the Churches against the regime’s antisemitic 
acts. The most they were prepared to do was to try and protect converted Jews 
within their own ranks, and even here their attitude was at times extremely 
equivocal. 

Yet the Nazis regarded the Churches as the strongest and toughest reservoirs 
of ideological opposition to the principles they believed in. If they could win 
the ideological battle against them, then it would be easy to mould the whole 
German people into a unanimous Nazi mass. Despite the many setbacks they 
encountered in their confrontation with the Churches, they did indeed seem to 
be winning this battle by 1939. Many lower officials in the regime concluded 
that the only way to combat the Churches was to develop an attractive 
alternative to Christian ritual. ‘It is necessary to effect a kind of mysticism’, a 
Gestapo report urged as early as 1935, ‘that exerts an even stronger effect on 
the masses than that which the Christian Church has built up through the 
objects of a - dusty - tradition, surrounding them with an atmosphere of 


foreign magic and covering them with the patina of age,’11Z Yet despite the 
prevalence of such views amongst the more committed Nazis, most notably 
Heinrich Himmler, Hitler and Goring remained deeply sceptical about such 
attempts to revive what Goring referred to as the ‘ridiculousness’ of ‘Wotan 
and Thor’ and the ‘Germanic wedding’. The Nazi Education Minister 
Bernhard Rust inveighed against attempts to propagate ‘Valhalla as a 


substitute for a Christian heaven’18 And on 6 September 1938, Hitler 
himself weighed in with a speech attacking attempts to turn Nazism into a 
religion: 


National Socialism is a cool, reality-based doctrine, based upon the 
sharpest scientific knowledge and its mental expression. As we have 
opened the people’s heart to this doctrine, and as we continue to do so at 
present, we have no desire to instil in the people a mysticism that lies 
outside the purpose and goals of our doctrine . . . For the National 
Socialist movement is not a cult movement; rather, it is a racial and 
political philosophy which grew out of exclusively racist considerations. 
Its meaning is not that of a mystic cult; but rather the cultivation and 
command of people determined by its blood. Therefore we do not have 
halls for cults, but exclusively halls for the people. Nor do we have 
places for worship, but places for assembly and squares for marches. We 
do not have cult sites, but sports arenas and play areas . . . In the 
National Socialist movement subversion by occult searchers for the 
Beyond must not be tolerated. 


Nazism, he concluded, was based on respect for the laws of nature, 
which themselves were given by God; at its centre was the creature 
whom God had created to rule the earth, namely the human being, and it 
was by serving the interests of humanity that Nazism served God. “The 
only cult we know is that of a cultivation of the natural and hence of that 


which God has willed.’119 


Many observers over the years have seen in Nazism a kind of political 


religion +22 Its use of religious language, ritual and symbolism, its 


unquestionable and unalterable dogma, its worship of Hitler as a messiah 
come to redeem the German people from weakness, degeneracy and 
corruption, its demonization of the Jew as the universal enemy, its promise 
that the individual, racked by doubt and despair in the wake of Germany’s 
defeat in 1918, would be bom again in a shining new collectivity of the 
faithful - all these were strongly reminiscent of a religion, shorn of its 
supernatural elements and applied to the world people really lived in. The 
Nazis had no hesitation about adapting the Ten Commandments or the Creed 
to the purposes of a nationalistic catechism of belief in Germany or its Leader, 
nor did they shrink from using language that portrayed Hitler’s gathering of 
his early supporters such as Goring and Goebbels in the same terms as the 


Bible portrayed Jesus gathering His early disciples.+21 ‘Once you heard the 


voice of a man,’ Hitler told his followers on 11 September 1936 at the 
Nuremberg Party Rally, ‘and that voice knocked at your hearts, it wakened 


you, and you followed that voice,’ £22 Clearly much of this was calculated to 
have an appeal to disoriented people searching for a solution to the terrible 
problems they confronted in the chaotic times they lived in. Equally clearly, 
the more the Third Reich moved away from the attempt to co-ordinate the 
Churches and towards the drive to destroy them, the more the regime began to 


take on quasi-religious qualities of its own.+23 But one must be careful about 
pushing the religious metaphor too far. It would be just as easy to interpret 
Nazism by means of a military image: the promise of turning defeat into total 
victory, the image of a nation marching in step, annihilating its enemies and 
merging the doubting individual into the motivated military mass, the 
hierarchical command structure dominated by the great military leader, and so 
on; and though religion and militarism have often been connected, in essence 
they have also frequently been two quite different and mutually hostile 


forces.+24 


Nazism as an ideology was no religion, not just because Hitler said it was 
not, nor because it had nothing to say about the hereafter or eternity or the 
immortal soul, as all genuine religions do, but also, more importantly, because 
it was too incoherent to be one. Leading Nazis did not spend time disputing 
the finer points of their ideology like medieval scholastics or Marxist-Leninist 
philosophers, their modern equivalents. There was no sacred book of Nazism 
from which people took their texts for the day, like the bureaucrats of Stalin’s 
Russia did from the works of Marx, Engels and Lenin: Hitler’s My Struggle, 
though everyone had to have it on their bookshelf, was too verbose, too 
rambling, too autobiographical to lend itself to this kind of use. Nor in the end 
did Nazism promise any kind of final victory to be followed by a Heaven-like 
stasis; rather, it was a doctrine of perpetual struggle, of conflict without end. 
There was nothing universal about its appeal, as there is with the great world 
religions, or with major political ideologies such as socialism and 
Communism: it directed itself only to one small segment of humanity, the 
Germans, and ruled everyone else ineligible for its benefits. Conservative 
philosophers of the mid-twentieth century commonly argued that Nazism as a 
political religion filled the need for religious faith felt by millions of Germans 
who had been left bereft by the secularism of modernity. But its appeal cannot 
be reduced in this way. Millions of Catholics opposed it or remained 
relatively immune. Millions of Protestants, including many of the most 
committed, such as the German Christians, did not. Millions more people 
resisted its ideological blandishments despite having grown up in the atheistic 


and anticlerical political traditions of the German labour movement.122 
Religion does not necessarily imply a rejection of democracy, rationality or 
toleration; some historians have pointed out that the labour movement too had 
its banners, its rituals, its dogma and its eschatology, though none of this 
prevented the Social Democrats from embracing democracy, rationality and 
toleration. Nor, finally, are dogmatism, faith in a great leader, intolerance or 
belief in future redemption from present ills confined to religious modes of 
thought and behaviour. Nazism’s use of quasi-religious symbols and rituals 
was real enough, but it was for the most part more a matter of style than 
substance. ‘Hitler’s studied usurpation of religious functions’, as one historian 
has written, ‘was perhaps a displaced hatred of the Christian tradition: the 


hatred of an apostate,’126 The real core of Nazi beliefs lay in the faith Hitler 
proclaimed in his speech of September 1938 in science - a Nazi view of 
science - as the basis for action. Science demanded the furtherance of the 
interests not of God but of the human race, and above all the German race and 
its future in a world ruled by ineluctable laws of Darwinian competition 
between races and between individuals. This was the sole criterion of 
morality, overriding the principles of love and compassion that have always 
formed such an important element in the beliefs of the world’s great 


religions.122 A conceptualization of Nazism as a political religion, finally, is 
not only purely descriptive but also too sweeping to be of much help; it tells 
us very little about how Nazism worked, or what the nature of its appeal was 
to different groups in German society. The failure of the Third Reich to find a 
substitute for Christianity, indeed the feebleness of such attempts as it did 
make, was nowhere more apparent than in its policy towards the youth of the 
country, Germany’s future. 


WINNING OVER THE YOUNG 


I 


A picture of Adolf Hitler is hanging on the wall in almost every classroom. 
Next to the memorial plaque in the stairwell a particularly valuable portrait of 
the Leader, acquired from funds of the Nélting Foundation, holds a place of 
honour. Teachers and pupils greet each other at the beginning and end of 
every lesson with the German greeting. The pupils listen to major political 
speeches on the radio in the school hall. 


Thus reported the headmaster of a state secondary school in Wismar at the 
end of the school year 1933-4, a year, as he noted, of ‘growing into the 


thought-world of the new National Socialist state’ 128 The process of 


adjustment had been made easier, he noted, through the membership of the 
staff in the National Socialist Teachers’ League and of the pupils in the Hitler 
Youth. It was also pushed on by a stream of new regulations and directives 
from the government in Berlin and the state authorities in other parts of 
Germany. Already on 30 July 1933 a central decree laid down ‘Guidelines for 
History Textbooks’ according to which history lessons had from now on to be 
built around the ‘concept of heroism in its Germanic form, linked to the idea 
of leadership’. Soon students were being set essays on topics such as ‘Hitler 
as the accomplisher of German unity’, ‘the nationalist revolution as the start 
of a new era’, ‘the film “Hitler Youth Quex” as a work of art’ and ‘I am a 
German (a word of pride and duty)’. One school student’s imagination ran riot 
in an essay on ‘Adolf Hitler as a boy’, written in 1934: 
The boy Adolf Hitler was no stay-at-home. He liked to rough-and-tumble 
with other boys in the open. Why was he staying out so long today? His 
mother went restlessly from the cooker to the table, shook her head, looked at 
the clock, and began to think the worst about what Adolf was up to again. A 
few hours before she had seen from the window how he took off with a dozen 
other boys, who were almost all a head taller than slight Adolf and if it came 
to it could give him a real thrashing. 

Then the door burst open and her Adolf stormed in, with bumps on his head 
and scratches on his face, but also with shining eyes, and shouted: ‘Mother, 


the boys have made me their General today,’429 


Another child, pupil at a primary school, given the question ‘Were our 


Germanic ancestors barbarians?’, knew immediately how to draw a parallel 
with the recent past: “The allegation that our Germanic ancestors were 
barbarians’, he wrote, ‘is just as much a lie as for example the lie that 
Germany alone was to blame for the world war. It has been proved that the 


Germanic tribes stood on a high cultural plane even in the stone age,’130 The 
Nazi cult of death found its way into lessons too, as schoolchildren were 
asked to write about Horst Wessel and other martyrs for the Nazi cause. ‘We 
must not forget either, those who fell for the movement,’ wrote a fourteen- 
year-old in 1938, and added: ‘in thinking about all that we must also think of 


our own death’ 431 

Numerous essay questions also required school students of all ages to 
regurgitate the antisemitic bile the regime poured into them. Erna, a primary 
school pupil, sent her essay for publication in Streicher’s The Stormer, of 
which she readily confessed to being a reader. Set the topic of “The Jews are 
our misfortune’, she wrote: ‘Unfortunately many people still say today: “The 
Jews are also God’s creatures. So you must respect them too.” But we say: 
“Vermin are also animals, but despite this we exterminate them.”’ On 
occasion, particularly in working-class districts, schoolchildren could take a 
different view. In 1935, for example: 


In a lesson that was devoted to those who had fallen for their country in 
the war, the teacher said that very many Jews had fallen as well. Straight 
away a young Nazi exclaimed: “They died of fright! The Jews don’t 
have any German Fatherland!’ At this, another pupil said: ‘If Germany 
isn’t their Fatherland and they died for it despite that, that even goes 


beyond heroism.’ £32 


A student essay written in 1938, however, registered the effects of years of 
indoctrination on the opinions of the young. ‘Jews’, it claimed, ‘do not 
constitute a race in itself, but are a branch of the Asiatic and Oriental race 
with a negroid mixture.’ Jews, it went on, had made up 60 per cent of the 
higher civil service under the Weimar Republic (an estimate many times 
higher than the true figure) and ‘the theatre was completely Jewified too’, an 
equally drastic, vulgar overestimation. Despite this, “You’ll never have seen a 
Jew working, because they only want to trick their fellow men, non-Jews, out 
of their hard-earned money.’ Jews, it concluded, ‘had driven the German 


people into the abyss. This time is now over,’133 

These student essays reflected a sharp change in the direction of teaching, 
ordained from above. History, ruled a directive issued on 9 May 1933 by the 
Reich Minister of the Interior, Wilhelm Frick, had to take a commanding 


position in the schools. The idea that history should be objective, added the 
General German Teachers’ Paper (Allgemeine Deutsche Lehrerzeitung) on 9 
August 1933, was a fallacy of liberalism. The purpose of history was to teach 
people that life was always dominated by struggle, that race and blood were 
central to everything that happened in the past, present and future, and that 
leadership determined the fate of peoples. Central themes in the new teaching 
included courage in battle, sacrifice for a greater cause, boundless admiration 


for the Leader and hatred of Germany’s enemies, the Jews. 134 Such themes 
found their way into the teaching of many other subjects too. Biology was 
transformed to include ‘the laws of heredity, racial teaching, racial hygiene, 
teaching about the family, and population policy’ from the latter part of 1933 


onwards.132 Basic reading primers acquired a picture of Hitler, often in the 


company of children, on their cover or as a frontispiece, or sometimes both. 
Tiny children learned to recite verses like the following: 


My Leader! 

I know you well and love you like my mother and father. 

I will always obey you like I do my father and mother. 

And when I grow up, I will help you like I will my father and mother, 


And you will be pleased with me.136 


Reading books such as the German Reading Book, issued in 1936, were filled 
with stories about children helping the Leader, about the healthy virtues of 
peasant life, or about the happiness of Aryan families with lots of children. A 
favourite was a story by Hitler’s press chief Otto Dietrich, recounting Hitler’s 
bravery in flying by aeroplane through a massive storm during the 
Presidential election campaign of April 1932. The Leader’s serenity conveyed 
itself to Dietrich and the other Nazis on the plane and calmed the terror they 


felt as the winds tossed the plane about the sky.432 By the mid-1930s there 
was scarcely a reading primer which did not mention one Nazi institution or 


another in a positive way.438 Picture-books for the very young portrayed 
Jews as devilish figures lurking in dark places, ready to pounce on the 


unsuspecting blond-haired German child.439 

Some textbooks from the Weimar era remained widely in use for a while, 
though they were increasingly frequently censored at a local or school level, 
and already in 1933 the state committees that checked school textbooks were 
purged and staffed with committed Nazis. A steady stream of directives 
flowed from the education authorities in the regions, while additional teaching 
materials were also issued by Nazi teachers’ organizations in different parts of 
the country. Thus teachers knew within a few months of the Nazi seizure of 


power the basic outlines of what they had to teach. A directive issued in 
January 1934 made it compulsory for schools to educate their pupils ‘in the 


spirit of National Socialism’ 140 In order to help achieve this aim, the Breslau 


regional chapter of the Nazi Teachers’ League for instance had issued more 
than a hundred extra pamphlets by the beginning of 1936 on subjects from 
‘5,000 Years of the Swastika’ to “The Jew and the German Person’. They 
were sold to pupils for 11 pfennigs each. In some schools the teachers added 
to the education of their pupils in such matters by reading out loud to them 


articles from Julius Streicher’s The Stormer.14! All this was backed up by a 
whole battery of central government requirements, ranging from forced 
attendance in every school hall in the land to listen to Hitler’s speeches when 
they were broadcast on the radio, to the compulsory requirement to watch 
films issued by the school film propaganda division of Goebbels’s 
Propaganda Ministry from 1934, including movies thought to have an appeal 
to the young such as Hitler Youth Quex and Hans Westmar. In every school, 
libraries were combed for non-Nazi literature and Nazi books stocked instead. 
Increasingly, classes were interrupted in order for the teachers and pupils to 
celebrate a whole variety of Nazi festivals, from Hitler’s birthday to the 
commemoration of fallen martyrs of the Nazi movement. School noticeboards 
were covered in Nazi propaganda posters, adding to the general atmosphere 


of indoctrination from very early on in the Third Reich.142 

From 1935 onwards, regional initiatives were augmented by central 
directives covering the teaching of a whole variety of different subjects in 
different years. By 1938, these directives covered every school year and most 


subjects, even those without any directly ideological content.443 The teaching 
of the German language had to focus on speech patterns as the product of 
racial background, German words as instruments of German national 


consciousness and modes of speech as expressions of character.+44 Even 


physics teaching was reoriented towards military-related topics such as 
ballistics, aerodynamics and radiocommunication, though necessarily a good 
deal of the teaching of basic principles had no clear political point of 


reference. 142 Biology was redirected towards the study of race. 146 Basic 


arithmetic textbooks compiled under the Education Ministry’s direction also 
began to appear from 1935. A central feature of these books was their 
inclusion of ‘social arithmetic’, which involved calculations designed to 
achieve a subliminal indoctrination in key areas - for example, sums requiring 
the children to calculate how much it would cost the state to keep a mentally 


ill person alive in an asylum 142 ‘The proportion of nordic-falian blood in the 


German people is estimated as % of the population,’ went one such question: 
‘A third of these can be regarded as blond. According to these estimates, how 
many blond people must there be in the German population of 66 


million?’ 148 Geography was recast in terms of Nazi ideology to stress ‘the 

concepts of home, race, heroism and organicism’, as the chapter headings of 

one handbook for teachers put it. Climate was linked to race, and teachers 

were advised that studying the Orient was a good way into the ‘Jewish 
» 149 


question’. Innumerable geography textbooks propagated concepts such as 
living-space and blood and soil, and purveyed the myth of Germanic racial 
150 


superiority.2+ World maps and new textbooks emphasized the importance of 
geopolitics, implicitly underpinned the concept of ‘one people, one Reich’, or 
traced the expansion of Germanic tribes across East-Central Europe in the 


Middle Ages.121 


Il 


Despite all these developments, teachers in some situations did retain a little 
room for manoeuvre. Many village schools were tiny, and the majority of all 
elementary schools still had only one or two classes in 1939. Teachers here 
could exercise a degree of freedom in interpreting the materials they were fed 
by the regime. Moreover, some textbook writers seem to have colluded 
implicitly with officials in the Ministry of Education to include a good dose of 
ideologically neutral material in their publications, enabling teachers whose 
priorities were educational rather than ideological to exercise a degree of 


choice.t22 One handbook for primary schoolteachers, issued by the National 
Socialist Teachers’ League in 1938, insisted that the three Rs had to remain at 
the core of the curriculum. Children would serve the nation better, its author 
declared, if they mastered basic skills of literacy and numeracy before going 


on to secondary tasks.423 The more intelligent pupils, such as the artist 


Joseph Beuys, who went to school in a Catholic area of western Germany 
during this period, later remembered how they could spot which teachers 
were ‘opponents of the regime beneath the surface’; sometimes they distanced 
themselves by easily deniable gestures such as adopting an unorthodox stance 


or attitude when rendering the Hitler salute.424 One teacher in a Cologne 


school greeted his class ironically every morning with the salute: ‘Hail, You 
Ancient Germanic Tribesmen!’ Many made it clear that they were paying no 


more than lip-service to Nazi ideology.422 Yet such ambiguities could have a 


damaging effect on teaching. As one girl who left Germany at the age of 
sixteen in 1939 reported, the children were well aware that many of the 
teachers 


had to pretend to be Nazis in order to remain in their posts, and most of the 
men teachers had families which depended on them. If somebody wanted to 
be promoted he had to show what a fine Nazi he was, whether he really 
believed what he was saying or not. In the last two years, it was very difficult 
for me to accept any teaching at all, because I never knew how much the 


teacher believed in or not.12© 


Really open dissent in the schools had become virtually impossible long 


before the eve of the war22Z 


As employees of the state, teachers fell under the provisions of the Reich 
Law for the Re-establishment of a Professional Civil Service, passed on 7 
April 1933, and politically unreliable pedagogues were soon being identified 
by a network of investigative committees established by the Prussian Minister 
of Education, Bernhard Rust, who was himself a schoolteacher and a Nazi 
Regional Leader. Packed with active Nazis and controlled by the Regional 
Leaders and local Nazi officials, these committees brought about the removal 
of 157 out of 1,065 male secondary school heads in Prussia, 37 out of 515 
male senior teachers and 280 out of 11,348 tenured male teachers. No fewer 
than 23 out of 68, or 32 per cent, of all women heads of secondary schools in 


Prussia were sacked.+28 In some areas the proportion was higher. In the 
Social Democratic and Communist stronghold of Berlin, for instance, 83 out 
of 622 head teachers were fired, and progressive institutions such as the Karl 
Marx School in the working-class district of Neuk6lln were reorganized under 


Nazi auspices, in this case with the loss of 43 out of 74 teachers.422 Those 
Jewish teachers who were not fired in April 1933 were compulsorily 
pensioned off in 1935; two years later, Jews and ‘half-Jews’ were formally 


banned from teaching in non-Jewish schools.+£2 Yet in general the proportion 


of dismissals was relatively low. The fact that so few non-Jewish teachers had 
been purged suggests powerfully that the great majority of schoolteachers 
were not unsympathetic to the Nazi regime. Indeed, they had been one of the 
better represented professional groups in the Party and its upper echelons 
before 1933, reflecting among other things a widespread discontent at salary 
cuts, sackings and job losses as the Weimar Republic reduced state 


expenditure during the Depression.204 


The National Socialist Teachers’ League, founded in April 1927 by another 
schoolteacher-become-Regional-Leader, Hans Schemm, increased _ its 
membership rapidly from 12,000 at the end of January 1933 to 220,000 by the 
end of the year, as teachers scrambled to secure their positions by this obvious 
manifestation of their loyalty to the new regime. By 1936, fully 97 per cent of 
all schoolteachers, some 300,000 in all, were members, and the following 
year the League belatedly succeeded in merging into itself all the remaining 
professional associations. Some, like the Catholic Teachers’ League, were 
forcibly closed down, in this case in 1937. Others, such as specialist groups of 
teachers in particular subjects, continued to exist as separate entities or sub- 
groups of the National Socialist Teachers’ League. The League initially had to 
contend with a rival organization, the German Educationalists’ Community, 
backed by a rival Nazi boss, the Interior Minister Wilhelm Frick. But it 
emerged victorious. From 6 May 1936 the League was formally responsible 
for the political indoctrination of teachers, which it carried out by setting up 
political education courses, usually lasting for between one and two weeks, in 
its own special camps. Of the teachers employed in German schools in 1939 
215,000 had undergone this training, which, like the fare offered at other Nazi 
camps, also included a large dose of military drill, physical jerks, marches, 
songs and the like, and required all the inmates to wear a military-style 


uniform for the duration of their stay 102 


The pressures on teachers to follow the Nazi line were not just exerted from 
above. An incautious word in class could result in a teacher being arrested. 
On one occasion, a 38-year-old teacher in the Ruhr district told a joke to her 
class of twelve-year-olds that she immediately realized could be given an 
interpretation critical of the regime; despite her entreaties to the children not 
to pass it on, one of them, who had a grudge against her, told his parents, who 
promptly informed the Gestapo. Not only the teacher, who denied any 
intention of insulting the state, but also five of the children were interrogated. 
They had liked their previous teacher better, one of them said, adding that this 
was not the first time that the woman under arrest had told a political joke in 
class. On 20 January 1938 she was brought before the Special Court in 
Diisseldorf, found guilty and ordered to pay a fine; her three-week 
imprisonment on remand was taken into account. She had already been 
dismissed from her job at the beginning of the affair several weeks before. In 
everyday schoolroom situations, which were saturated with political 
obligations of one kind and another, fears of denunciation must have been 
widespread. Teachers under suspicion were likely to receive frequent visits 
from the inspectors, and every teacher, it was reported, who tried to reduce 
the impact of the increasingly Nazified teaching he was required to give, ‘had 


to consider every word before he said it, since the children of the old “Party 
comrades” are constantly watching out so that they can put in a 


denunciation.’ 163 

Pressures to conform worked both ways; children who failed to give the 
required ‘Hail, Hitler’ greeting, for example, could be disciplined; in one 
instance, where Catholic schoolgirls were found greeting each other with the 
formula ‘H.u.S.n.w.K’, which a pro-Nazi girl learned, under a promise of 
strict secrecy, meant ‘Heil und Sieg, nie wieder Krieg’, ‘Hail and Victory, War 
Never Again’, a full-scale police investigation was launched. The new 
emphasis of the regime on physical education and military discipline played 
into the hands of traditionalist disciplinarians and martinets as well as newly 
fledged Nazis among the teaching staff. Corporal punishment and beatings 
became more common in schools, as the military spirit began to permeate the 
educational system. ‘In his lessons’, wrote a headmaster admiringly of one of 
his teachers, ‘a sharp Prussian wind blows, that does not suit the slack and 
idle students.’ Correspondingly, children who failed to show the required 
upright posture, who did not stand to attention smartly when addressed, or 
who showed any kind of ‘softness and slackness’ were in for trouble from 


Nazis and authoritarians on the staff.1°4 

Yet teachers had to endure a barrage of criticism from adult Nazi activists at 
every level, starting with Hitler himself, and going on to what one group of 
teachers called ‘a tone of contempt for the teaching profession’ in the 
speeches of the Reich Youth Leader Baldur von Schirach. The result of such 
open contempt was, they went on, ‘that nobody wants to take up the teaching 
profession any more, since it is treated in this way by top officials and is no 


longer respected’ 162 This observation was no idle complaint. Continuing 
pressure by the government to keep pay down in order to make money 
available for other aspects of state expenditure, such as armaments, added to 
the deterrent effect. In small village schools, teachers found it increasingly 
difficult to make ends meet as they were deprived of their traditional sources 
of additional income as village scribes, while many found it impossible to 
function as paid church organist and choirmaster at a time of growing conflict 


between the Church and the Party.106 Increasing numbers of teachers took 
early retirement or left the profession for other jobs. In 1936, there were 1,335 
unfilled posts in elementary schools; by 1938 the number had grown to nearly 
3,000 while the annual number of graduates from teacher training colleges, at 
2,500, was nowhere near adequate to the estimated need of the school system 


for an additional 8,000 teachers a year, 187 The result was that by 1938, class 
sizes on average in all schools had increased to 43 pupils per teacher as 


compared to 37 in 1927, while less than one-fourteenth of all secondary 


schoolteachers were now under the age of forty.408 


Those teachers who remained in the profession soon lost much of the 
enthusiasm with which so many of them had greeted the coming of the Third 
Reich. The militarization of educational life caused increasing disillusion. 
“We’re nothing more than a department of the Army Ministry, ’ teachers were 


reported to be saying in 1934152 The training camps they were required to 


attend were particularly unpopular.+Z2 More and more time had to be spent 


away on officer training courses and military exercises.-2! The lives of 


school heads and administrators were made a misery by endless regulations 
and decrees poured down from a whole variety of different agencies, one 
often contradicting the other. A Social Democratic observer described the 
situation in drastic terms towards the end of 1934: 


Everything that has been built up over a century of work by the teaching 
profession is no longer there in essence. Only the outer shell is still 
standing; the school houses and the teachers and the pupils are still 
there, but the spirit and the inner organization has gone. They have been 
wilfully destroyed from above. No thought any more of proper working 
methods in school, or of the freedom of teaching. In their place we have 
cramming and beating schools, prescribed methods of learning and 
apprehensively circumscribed learning materials. Instead of freedom of 
learning, we have the most narrow-minded school supervision and 
spying on teachers and pupils. No free speech is permitted for teachers 
and pupils, no inner, personal empathy. The whole thing has been taken 


over by the military spirit, and by drill 422 


In every school there were likely to be two or three fanatical Nazis 
amongst the teachers, willing at any point to report colleagues if they 
expressed unorthodox views. The more considerate ones even warned 
their colleagues openly that they would be obliged to inform on them if 
they said anything out of line. The common room became a place to 
avoid instead of a place for lively intellectual debate. When one head 
teacher, as was reported in Bremen, ‘criticizes in sharp terms the breach 
of confidentiality of decisions and the writing of anonymous letters that 
are even sent to the political police’, and called for a stop to ‘this attack 
on our honour and these reprehensible denunciations’, he was painting a 
grim picture of the changed atmosphere in the nation’s school common 


rooms; he was also a rare exception to the norm.423 School 


Management committees and parents’ associations were turned from 
democratic institutions into agencies of control; from 1936, head 
teachers were no longer allowed to be appointed from the school’s own 


staff but had to be brought in from outside 2/4 This further reinforced 


the leadership principle that had already been introduced in 1934, with 
the head now the ‘Leader’ of the school and the teachers his ‘retinue’, 
who no longer had any input into the running of the school, but simply 


had to accept orders from above.t22 In many schools, teachers also had 


to put up with the presence of old brownshirts who were found jobs as 


caretakers or even in positions of authority over them.42© Two or three 


‘school assistants’ were appointed to help the teachers in each school; 
their continual presence in the classroom was resented by many 
teachers, who saw them, correctly, as political spies. Most of them were 
untrained and many were not even particularly well educated. Their 
ideological interventions became notorious. ‘The school assistants’, 
teachers joked amongst themselves, ‘are like the appendix: useless and 


easily inflamed! 177 


Ill 


As time went on, the Nazi Party, impatient with the inbuilt inertia of the state 
educational system, began to bypass it altogether in its search for new means 
of indoctrinating the young. Chief among these was the Hitler Youth, a 
relatively unsuccessful branch of the Nazi movement before 1933 when 
compared to, for example, the National Socialist German Students’ League. 
At that time, the Hitler Youth could not compete with the massive numbers of 
youth groups gathered together in Protestant or Catholic youth organizations, 
the youth wings of the other political parties, and above all the free youth 
movement that carried on the tradition of the Wandervogel and similar, 
loosely organized groups from before the First World War. Non-Nazi youth 
organizations simply dwarfed the Hitler Youth, a mere 18,000-strong in 1930 
and still numbering no more than 20,000 two years later. By the summer of 
1933, however, as in other areas of social life, the Nazis had dissolved almost 
all the rival organizations, with the exception of the Catholic youth 
organizations, which, as we have seen, took rather longer to close down. Boys 
and girls came under massive pressure to join the Hitler Youth and its 
affiliated organizations. Teachers were obliged to set selected pupils essays 
with titles such as ‘Why am I not in the Hitler Youth?’ and students who did 


not join had to endure continual taunting from their teachers in the classroom 
and their fellow students in the playground; as a last resort, they could even 
be refused the school-leaving certificate when they graduated, if they had not 
become members by this time. Employers increasingly restricted their 
apprenticeships to members of the Hitler Youth, thus bringing a particularly 


powerful material pressure to bear on school students nearing graduation. 128 


From July 1936 the Hitler Youth had an official monopoly on the provision 
of sports facilities and activities for all children below the age of fourteen; 
before long, sports for 14-18-year-olds were subjected to the same monopoly; 
in effect, sports facilities were no longer available to non-members. Hitler 
Youth members were given special days off school for their activities. The 
results of such pressure soon became apparent. By the end of 1933 there were 
2.3 million boys and girls between the ages of ten and eighteen in the Hitler 
Youth organization. By the end of 1935 this figure was approaching four 
million, and by the beginning of 1939 it had reached 8.7 million. With a total 
population of 8.87 million Germans aged ten to eighteen by this time, this 
gave the Hitler Youth and its associated groups a near-total claim on the 
allegiance of the younger generation, especially when the fact that Jewish 
children were barred from joining is taken into account. From 1 December 
1936 the Hitler Youth was given the status of an official educational 
institution and taken away from its previous subordination to the Reich 
Interior Ministry. From this point on it was an autonomous organization 
directly accountable through its leader Baldur von Schirach to the Leader 
alone. After 25 March 1939, membership was legally binding from the age of 
ten, and parents could be fined if they failed to enrol their children, or even 


imprisoned if they actively tried to stop them j oining.422 


It was above all through the Hitler Youth and its associated affiliates that the 
Nazis sought to build the new Germans of the future. Already in My Struggle, 
Hitler devoted a considerable amount of space to outlining his views on the 
nature and purpose of education in the racial state he wanted to build in 


Germany.189 ‘The folkish state’, he proclaimed, ‘must not adjust its entire 


educational work primarily to the inoculation of mere knowledge, but to the 
breeding of absolutely healthy bodies. The training of mental abilities is only 
secondary.’ Character-building came next, then the promotion of will-power, 
then the training of joy in responsibility. ‘A people of scholars, if they are 
physically degenerate, weak-willed and cowardly pacifists, will not storm the 
heavens.’ An academic education was useless. ‘The youthful brain should in 
general not be burdened with things ninety-five per cent of which it cannot 
use.’ Academic subjects would be taught only through ‘an abridgement of the 


material’, and they should be geared to the interests of the race: history 
teaching for example should cut out pointless detail and concentrate on 
encouraging patriotism. Physical education and character-building would 
culminate in military service, the last stage of education. The overriding 
purpose of the school was ‘to burn the racial sense and racial feeling into the 


instinct and the intellect, the heart and brain of the youth entrusted to ir’ 181 


These nostrums were applied to the German schools, as we have already 
seen, after the Nazis came to power, backed by the pedagogic doctrines of 
Nazi educational theorists like Ernst Krieck, now standard fare in the teacher 


training institutions.482 But even when it had been centralized and taken 


completely under state control, the traditional primary and secondary 
education system was still only of limited use in achieving these ends. As 
Hitler proclaimed at the Nuremberg Party Rally in 1935: 


In our eyes the German boy of the future must be slender and supple, 
swift as greyhounds, tough as leather and hard as Krupp steel. We must 
bring up a new type of human being, men and girls who are disciplined 
and healthy to the core. We have undertaken to give the German people 
an education that begins already in youth and will never come to an end. 
It starts with the child and will end with the ‘old fighter’. Nobody will 
be able to say that he has a time in which he is left entirely alone to 


himself.483 


Members of the Hitler Youth were required to learn this speech by heart 


and proclaim it when the swastika flag was raised. 184 


The indoctrination which young Germans received through the Hitler Youth 
was ceaseless. Although it borrowed the style of existing youth organizations, 
with hikes, camping, songs, rituals, ceremonies, sports and games, it was 
emphatically a top-down organization, run not by young people themselves, 
as the old youth movement had been, but according to the leadership 
principle, by the Reich Youth Leadership under Schirach. The organization 
issued strict guidelines on the activities to be carried out. All those who joined 
had to swear a personal oath of allegiance to Hitler. Their training was 
compulsory and legally binding. Every age-cohort of the Hitler Youth had a 
set syllabus to get through each year, covering topics such as ‘Germanic gods 
and heroes’, ‘20 Years’ fight for Germany’, ‘Adolf Hitler and his fellow- 
fighters’, or ‘The people and its blood-heritage’. The songs they sang were 
Nazi songs, the books they read were Nazi books. Specially prepared 
information packs told the leaders what to say to the assembled children and 


young people and provided further material for their indoctrination.482 As 
time went on, military training increasingly came to the fore. Candidates for 
admission even to its most junior levels had to pass a medical and fitness test 
and only then could they become full members. On 20 February 1938 Hitler’s 
listing of its key divisions claimed: 


The Naval-Hitler-Youth comprises 45,000 boys. The Motor-Hitler- 
Youth comprises 60,000 boys. 55,000 members of the Junior Hitler 
Youth are serving in aerial training through learning gliding. 74,000 
Hitler Youths are organized in the Flying Units of the Hitler Youth. In 
1937 alone, 15,000 boys passed their gliding tests. Today 1,200,000 
Hitler Youths are receiving regular instruction in small-calibre shooting, 


led by 7,000 shooting instructors.186 


By this time, training sessions were concentrating on parade-ground 
marching, learning the morse code, map-reading, and similar activities 
for boys, while girls focused on military nursing and_air-raid 


protection. 182 


The result was that, as agents reporting secretly to the exiled Social 
Democratic Party leadership in Prague noted, even if the older boys retained 
something of the beliefs their Social Democratic, Communist or Catholic 
parents had passed on to them, the younger ones were ‘from the beginning 


onwards fed exclusively on the National Socialist spirit’ 188 The possibility 
of holiday trips with the Hitler Youth, the sporting facilities, and much else, 
could make the organization attractive to children from poor working-class 
families who had not previously had the opportunity to enjoy these things. 


Some could find excitement and a sense of self-worth in the Hitler Youth 189 
Idealism undoubtedly played a role in committing many young people to the 
cause in defiance of their parents’ wishes. Melita Maschmann joined the 
League of German Girls on 1 March 1933, secretly, because she knew her 
conservative parents would disapprove. Her attempts to read through 
ideological tomes such as Hitler’s My Struggle or Chamberlain’s Foundations 


of the Nineteenth Century came to nothing, +99 She later claimed that, like 
many of her upper-middle-class friends, she discounted the violence and 
antisemitism of the National Socialists as passing excesses which would soon 
disappear. The League of German Girls offered her a sense of purpose and 
belonging, and she devoted herself to it night and day, to the neglect of her 
schooling and the distress of her parents. Yet, she wrote later, she was ‘only 


secondarily interested in politics, and even then often only under duress’ 191 


For boys, the constant emphasis on competition and struggle, heroism and 
leadership, in sport as in other things, had its effect. There must have been 
many incidents like this one reported by a Social Democratic agent in the 
autumn of 1934: 


-_ 


The son of a comrade in my house is 13 years old and in the Hitler 
Youth. Recently he came home from a training evening and asked his 
father: ‘Why didn’t you defend yourselves then? I despise you because 
you didn’t possess a shred of heroism. Your Social Democracy is worthy 
of nothing more than to be beaten to a pulp because you didn’t have a 
single hero!’ His father said to him: ‘You don’t understand any of that.’ 


But the boy laughed and believed what his leader had told him.122 


Old Social Democrats despaired. A whole generation was growing up, 
as one of them said, ‘that has no concept of the labour movement, that 
hears nothing all the time but “heroes and heroism”. This generation of 


young people doesn’t want to hear anything from us any more,’123 


Yet despite this massive programme of military training and ideological 
indoctrination, the effect of the Hitler Youth on the younger generation was 
mixed. The more it evolved from a self-mobilizing movement fighting for a 
cause into a compulsory institution serving the interests of the state, the less 
attractive it became to the younger generation. Ideological indoctrination was 
often superficial, since the leaders of the Hitler Youth groups were more often 
men in the brutal, anti-intellectual tradition of the brownshirts than educated 


thinkers along the lines of the leaders of the old youth movement.24 Thus 
the majority of their charges had no very firm grasp of ‘the idea of National 
Socialism’. If there was a regime change, one of the more reflective youth 
leaders thought, for example through defeat in a war, then most of them 
‘would adjust themselves to the new situation without particular inner 


complications’. 195 The emphasis on sporting activities that was such an 
attraction to many to join the Hitler Youth also hindered a full-scale 
indoctrination, since the interest of many boys and girls went no further than 
using the facilities to play games. Physical exercise was not to every child’s 
taste. Particularly unpopular was the obligation to go round with a collecting- 
box for donations, especially since this was increasingly a feature of school 
life too. With hikes sometimes beginning at 7.30 in the morning on a Sunday 
and lasting all day (not coincidentally obliging the religious amongst the 
participants to miss church) or compulsory gymnastics at eight o’clock on a 


Wednesday evening, it was not surprising that some young people began to 
long for time to spend on their own private pursuits. Yet unorganized hiking 
and spontaneous activities organized by the young people themselves, notable 


features of the pre-1933 youth movement, were expressly forbidden.12© 


In September 1934 the Hitler Youth leadership in a working-class district of 
Hamburg sent a lengthy memorandum to Hitler Youth members, with copies 
to their parents, complaining: 


You are not turning up to do your duty and are not even giving any 
excuses for your absence. Instead you are pursuing private pleasures. 
The ‘liberal Marxist I’ counts amongst you once more, you are denying 
the National Socialist ‘we’. You are sinning against the interests of the 
nation. You are excusing yourselves from service because you want to 
go to an acquaintance’s wedding feast, you are excusing yourselves 
because you are overburdened with school homework and want to go 
for a spin on your bicycle. When you get to school you use your Hitler 


Youth service as an excuse for not finishing your homework.12Z 


Most hated of all was the military discipline, which became more 


pronounced as time wore on.198 Schirach proclaimed that ‘the principle 


of self-leadership’ would apply as it had in the old youth movement,122 
but in practice the organization was effectively run by grown-ups. Hitler 
Youth members were drilled by adult brownshirts, plunged into ice-cold 
water to toughen them up, forced to go on lengthy exercises in winter 
with inadequate clothing to teach them physical endurance and 
subjected to increasingly brutal punishments if they disobeyed orders. 
There were reports of boys being forced to run the gauntlet for minor 
misdemeanours, or even being beaten with spring-hooks. Doctors 
complained that long hours of drill, night marches with full packs and 
military exercises without proper nourishment were ruining young 


people’s mental and physical health.222 


Social Democratic agents reported that young people absented themselves 
from training evenings, or failed to pay their dues, so that they were excluded 
from the organization, rejoining only when they needed to show their 
membership card to get a job or enter university. One agent in Saxony 
reported in 1938: “The boys are past-masters in telling the latest jokes about 
Nazi institutions. They fritter away their hours of service whenever they can. 
In their spare time, when they meet to play in a school-friend’s home, they 


talk contemptuously of “the plan of service”.’201 Children quickly got bored 


with long evenings sitting around a camp fire singing patriotic songs: ‘Most 
of them’, reported one Social Democratic agent, ‘want to go home already 


after the first song,’202 Weekly parades lasting from 7.30 to 9.30 in the 
evening were notable for their poor attendance. There was little that the 
organization could do to punish those who stayed away. As long as they paid 
their dues, they could not be expelled, and many a young person was, as one 
member of the League of German Girls noted, ‘more or less only a paying 
member’, since a fifteen-year-old ‘had all kinds of other interests’. Young 
people who were already at work in their teens found the hours of training 


particularly wearisome.293 Camping, once a favourite activity in the youth 


movement, became increasingly unpopular as it became more militarized. As 
one young man returning from a camp complained: 


We hardly had any free time. Everything was done in a totally military 
way, from reveille, first parade, raising the flag, morning sport and 
ablutions through breakfast to the ‘scouting games’, lunch and so on to 
the evening. Several participants left the camp because the whole slog 
was too stupid for them. There was no kind of fellow-feeling between 
the camp inmates. Comradeship was very poor, and everything was 
done in terms of command and obedience . . . The camp leader was an 
older Hitler Youth functionary of the drill sergeant type. His entire 
educational effort amounted to barking orders, holding scouting 


exercises, and general slogging . . . The whole camp was more 
hyperactivity and an exaggerated cult of the muscular than a spiritual 
204 


experience or even an active and co-operatively shaped leisure time.<— 


Another, remembering his time in the Hitler Youth some years later, 
confessed that he had been ‘enthusiastic’ when he had joined at the age 
of ten - ‘for what boy is not roused to enthusiasm when ideals, high 
ideals like comradeship, loyalty and honour, are held up before him?’ - 
but soon he was finding the ‘compulsion and the unconditional 


obedience .. . exaggerated’ 292 The ‘endless square-bashing’ was 
boring and the punishments for the tiniest infringements could lead to 
bitterness, remembered another, but nobody complained, since proving 
your toughness was the only way to get on, and it had its effects too: 
“Toughness and blind obedience were drilled into us from the moment 


we could walk,’296 


Even young Nazis were ‘disappointed and discontented’. Under the surface, 
the old tradition of the youth movement lived on, as rebellious boys learned 


old, now forbidden, hiking songs and hummed the tunes to one another at 
Hitler Youth camps as a sign of recognition; they clubbed together at camp 


and organized their own activities where they could.222 But a good number 
of other Social Democratic observers curbed their desire to seek light at the 
end of the tunnel and reported gloomily that the younger generation were 
losing touch with the values of their elders and falling prey to Nazi ideology 
under the impact of the Hitler Youth and indoctrination in the schools. For all 
their deficiencies, the Hitler Youth movement and the increasingly Nazified 
school system were driving a wedge between parents who still retained some 
loyalty to the beliefs and standards they had grown up in themselves, and 
their children who were being indoctrinated at every stage of their lives. As 
one such agent ruefully observed: 


It is extremely difficult for parents who are opponents of the Nazis to 
exercise an influence on their children. Either they ask the child not to 
talk at school about what is said at home. Then the children get the 
feeling, aha, the parents have to hide what they think. The teacher 
permits himself to say everything out loud. So he’s bound to be right. - 
Or the parents express their opinion without giving the child a warning. 
Then it’s not long before they are arrested or at the very least called up 
before the teacher, who shouts at them and threatens to report them. - 
‘Send your father to the school!’ That is the normal answer to suspicious 
doubts and questions on the part of the child. If the father is quiet after 
such a visit, then he gives the child the impression that he has been 
convinced by what the teacher has told him, and the effect is far worse 


than if nothing had ever been said. 208 


There were even more disturbing reports of children whose membership 
in the Hitler Youth was disapproved of by their parents threatening to 
report them to the authorities if they tried to stop them going to 
meetings. For adolescents, it was only too easy to annoy parents who 
were former Social Democrats by greeting them at home with ‘Hail, 
Hitler!’ instead of ‘good morning’. “Thus war is taken into every 
family’, one wife of an old labour movement activist observed. ‘The 
worst is’, she added apprehensively, ‘that you’ve got to watch yourself 


in front of your own children.’229 


Thus state and Party were both undermining the socializing and educating 
functions of the family. Baldur von Schirach was aware of this criticism and 
sought to counter it with the allegation that many poor and working-class 


children did not have a proper family life anyway. The middle-class parents 
who were most vociferous in complaining about the time their children were 
forced to spend outside the home in activities organized by the Hitler Youth or 
the League of German Girls should remember, he said, ‘that the Hitler Youth 
has called up its children to the community of National Socialist youth so that 
they can give the poorest sons and daughters of our people something like a 


family for the first time’.240 But such arguments were only liable to increase 
resentment among working-class parents. Bringing up children, many of them 
complained, was no longer a pleasure. The costs of providing uniforms and 
equipment for their children in the Hitler Youth was considerable, and they 
got nothing back in exchange. ‘Nowadays, childless couples are often 
congratulated by parents on their childlessness. These days parents have 
nothing more than the duty to feed and clothe their children; educating them 


is in the first place the task of the Hitler Youth.’241 One ‘old soldier’ was 
heard complaining about his son, a Hitler Youth activist, in bitter terms: “The 
lad has already been completely alienated from us. As an old front-soldier I’m 
against every war, and this lad is just mad about war and nothing else. It’s 


awful, sometimes I feel as if my lad is the spy in the family.’242 

The overall effect of Hitler Youth membership, some Social Democratic 
observers complained, was a ‘coarsening’ of the young. The suppression of 
any discussion or debate, the military discipline, the emphasis on physical 
prowess and competition, led boys to become violent and aggressive, 
especially towards young people who for whatever reason had not joined the 


Hitler Youth.242 Hitler Youth groups travelling by train amused themselves 
by insulting and threatening guards who failed to say ‘Hail, Hitler!’ every 
time they asked a passenger for his ticket. Camps held in rural districts were 
liable to give rise to a flood of complaints from local farmers about thefts of 
fruit from their orchards. So rough was the training to which the children 
were subjected that injuries of one kind and another were a frequent 
occurrence. Training in ‘boxing’ made a point of dispensing with rules or 
precautions: ‘The more blood the lads saw flowing on such occasions, the 
more enthusiastic they became.’ In the Hitler Youth, as in the SA, the army 
and the Labour Service, one Social Democratic agent noted, a process of 
brutalization was setting in. “The kind of leader they have and the way they 
treat everyone degrades human beings to animals there, turns everything 
sexual into smut. There are many who get venereal diseases.’ ‘Once a month, 
in many divisions of the Hitler Youth, they carry out the kind of “sex parade” 


that we all remember from the war’.2/4 The Hitler Youth refused to provide 
sex education, declaring it a matter for parents. Cases of homosexual 


behaviour by Hitler Youth leaders in the camps were hushed up; there was no 
question of bringing them to the attention of the press, as had happened in the 
campaign of allegations brought against Catholic priests working in care 
institutions. In one particularly serious case in 1935, just as Goebbels was 
beginning his exposure of sex scandals in the Church, a boy was sexually 
assaulted by several others at a Hitler Youth camp then knifed to death to stop 
him talking. When his mother found out what had happened and reported it to 
Reich Commissioner Mutschmann, he immediately had her arrested and 
imprisoned to prevent the scandal from coming out into the open. Parents who 
complained about any aspect of their children’s treatment in the camps, or 
took their children out of the organization for their own good, were liable to 
be accused of undermining the Hitler Youth and could even on occasion be 
silenced by the threat that, if they continued, their children would be taken 


into care.242 An attempt by no less a personage than Heinrich Himmler, in 


collaboration with Schirach, to impose discipline through an internal Hitler 
Youth police force, established in July 1934, was effective mainly in 


providing a recruiting mechanism for the sg 216 

The indiscipline of the Hitler Youth had a particularly disruptive effect in 
the schools. Its teenage activists, showered by the regime with assurances of 
their central importance to the nation’s future and accustomed to commanding 
groups of younger children considerably larger than the classes their teachers 
taught, behaved with increasing arrogance towards their elders in school. ‘By 
continually whipping up their self-confidence, ’ one Hitler Youth leader 
himself admitted, ‘the leadership encourages amongst many boys a kind of 


megalomania that refuses to recognize any other authority.’24Z In the struggle 
between the Hitler Youth and the schools, the former was gradually getting 


the upper hand.248 The Hitler Youth wore their own uniforms in school, so 
that increasingly the teachers faced classes dressed to advertise their primary 
allegiance to an institution run from outside. A regulation of January 1934 
giving the Hitler Youth equal status with the schools as an educational 


institution further boosted their self-confidence.242 Adolescent rebelliousness 
was being channelled against socializing institutions such as the school, as 
well as parents, the family and the Churches. Former Hitler Youth members 
recalled in interviews after the war how they had gained more power in 


school through their membership.222 Even the Security Service of the SS 


expressed its concern in 1939 at the deteriorating relations between teachers 


and Hitler Youth.22! In 1934, one Social Democratic agent reported that a 
Hitler Youth ‘school leader’ told a sixty-year-old teacher who had put his hat 


on in the bitter winter cold of the weekly Monday-morning collective drill, 
when the whole school sang the national anthem and greeted the raising of the 


Nazi flag with doffed caps, that if he did this again he would be reported.222 
Only rarely were teachers ingenious enough to find a way of reasserting their 
control without running the risk of denunciation, as in the case of one 
mathematics teacher at a Cologne secondary school, who addressed 
particularly knotty arithmetical questions to two Hitler Youth leaders who 
appeared in his class in uniform, with the words: ‘As Hitler Youth leaders you 


must surely set a good example; surely you can solve this question!’223 


IV 


The school system of the Third Reich was formally under the aegis of 
Bernhard Rust, who was appointed Prussian Minister of Education and 
Religion (Kultusminister) in 1933. A schoolteacher himself, Rust had joined 
the Nazi Party early on and became District Leader of Southern Hanover and 
Brunswick in 1925. He was fifty years of age when Hitler was appointed 
Chancellor, somewhat older than the other leading Nazis, who were mostly in 
their thirties or early forties. On 1 May 1934 Rust secured his own 
appointment to the new Reich Ministry of Science and Education, which took 
over the Prussian Ministry and, in effect, the regional Ministries, at the 
beginning of 1935, while responsibility for religion and the Churches passed 
to the new Reich Church Ministry led, as we saw earlier in this chapter, by 
Hans Kerrl. On 20 August 1937 the Reich Education Ministry took central 
control over the appointment of all established teachers, and in 1939 it set up 
a Reich Examination Office to oversee all educational examinations. 
Meanwhile, it had also acted on 20 March 1937 to rationalize the secondary 
school system, a long-standing demand of teachers, already planned under the 
Weimar Republic, into three basic types of school, concentrating on modern 
languages and the humanities, on science and technology, or on a classics- 


based curriculum.224 And on 6 July 1938 the regime issued another law 


extending the Prussian school structure established in 1927 to the whole of 
Germany, laying down a minimum requirement for all children of eight years 
at school - a step forward for Bavaria, which had hitherto only had required 
seven, but a step backward for Schleswig-Holstein, where the minumum had 
traditionally been nine. It was this law that also laid down a centrally 


determined curriculum, including ‘racial education’ for all.222 
On Hitler’s birthday, 20 April 1933, Rust founded three National Political 


Educational Institutions or ‘Napolas’, boarding schools set up in the premises 
of former Prussian military cadet schools (rendered defunct by the Treaty of 


Versailles) and designed to train a new elite to rule the future Third Reich.22© 
The need to please President Hindenburg, who had been a student at one of 
these cadet schools, may have played a role as well. By 1939 there were 16 


Napolas in existence.222 They were intended to provide a military training 


and were equipped with riding stables, motor-bikes, yachts and the like, all 
signs that the sports the students were trained in had a distinctly aristocratic 
tinge that would reinforce their elitist self-image. On graduating, the pupils 


usually went into the armed forces, the SS or the police as officers.228 The 
students were selected in the first place according to racial criteria, decided by 
a medical examination carried out by a qualified doctor, and then by character 
traits, displayed during an entrance test that consisted above all of competitive 
sports in which the applicants were required to demonstrate their courage and 


aggression.222 


At the same time, however, at the insistence of the officials in Rust’s 
Ministry, the Napolas continued to teach the regular state school curriculum 
with its academic subjects, as befitted state educational institutions. At the 
Party Congress in 1934, and again in 1935, Hitler insisted that political 
education was a matter for the Party and not for state-run institutions or state- 
appointed teachers. In conformity with this view, the Napolas were run by SS 
and SA _ officers without any previous educational experience. The 
administration appointed a parallel staff of ‘educators’ from the same 
background to work alongside the trained teachers who provided the pupils 
with normal school lessons. All the staff had to undergo regular special 
training, and the students also had to spend time several weeks a year working 
on a farm or a factory to maintain contacts with the people. Under these 
circumstances it was not surprising that it soon proved difficult to find enough 
qualified teachers. Those who did serve in many cases did so because they 
themselves had had previous experience of the Prussian cadet schools, and 
some of the heads consciously revived some of the old Prussian cadet school 
traditions. It was apparent to some in the Nazi leadership by 1934 therefore 
that the Napolas were more reactionary throwbacks to the old Prussian 
tradition than modern institutions dedicated to the creation of a new elite for 
the Third Reich. They seemed to be more interested in supplying the army 


with officers than the state with leaders.222 The man in charge of the day-to- 


day management of the schools was Joachim Haupt, a_ professional 
educationalist who had published a number of writings under the Weimar 
Republic urging the foundation of a new educational system devoted to racial 


and political training. But in the wake of the ‘Night of the Long Knives’, 
Haupt came under attack from the SS, who more than hinted that he was 
homosexual and claimed that Rust wanted to be rid of him because he was too 
reactionary. As a consequence, Haupt was sacked in 1935 and the overall 
management and inspection of the Napolas transferred to a senior SS officer, 
August Heissmeyer; eventually, the administration of the Napolas was turned 
over to the SS altogether. As a new type of state educational institution, they 
had not been much of a success. Nor were their standards really high enough 


to provide the regime with a new elite cadre of leaders for the future.234 
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Map 7. Nazi Elite Schools 

As these events illustrated, Rust was less than effective when it came to 
dealing with the big hitters in the Nazi power structure. He was subject to 
bouts of depression, alternating with periods of manic optimism and 
aggression, which made it difficult for him to carry out a consistent policy 
line; his civil servants distrusted him and often obstructed his orders and he 
was often in no shape to stand up to the predatory aggression of his rivals in 
the top echelons of the Party. Rust also suffered from a progressive paralysis 
of the facial muscles that caused him increasing pain as time went on, which 


further limited his ability to stand up to opposition.222 His Napolas were 


soon outflanked by two far more ideological institutions, run not, as the 
Napolas were, by the state, but controlled from the outset by organs of the 
Party. On 15 January 1937, Reich Youth Leader Baldur von Schirach and 
German Labour Front Leader Robert Ley issued a joint announcement 
reporting that Hitler, at their request, had ordered the founding of ‘Adolf 
Hitler Schools’, secondary schools run by the Hitler Youth, which would 
determine the curriculum and be supervised by Nazi Party Regional 


Leaders.223 Overriding Rust’s furious objections, the two leaders set up the 


first Adolf Hitler School on 20 April 1937. The intention was, as Ley 
declared, that nobody in future would be able to take on a leading position in 
the Party without first having undergone an education in these institutions. 
Two-thirds of the pupils at the Adolf Hitler Schools were boarders. The Hitler 
Youth determined the curriculum, which focused even more strongly than the 
Napolas on physical and military education. Like the Napolas, the Adolf 
Hitler Schools did not provide any religious instruction. There were no 
examinations but instead a regular ‘Achievement Week’ at which the students 


had to compete against each other in every area.224 Drawing on the Hitler 


Youth across Germany, these schools, which provided an education from the 
age of twelve free of charge, became something of a vehicle of upward social 
mobility, with 20 per cent of their pupils coming from backgrounds that could 


broadly be defined as working-class.222 Initially only physical criteria were 


applied to select students for admission, but by 1938 it had become clear that 
the neglect of intellectual abilities was causing serious problems, since a large 
proportion of the pupils could not grasp even the fairly basic political ideas 
that the teachers were trying to transmit to them. From this time onwards, 
therefore, academic criteria were added to the other elements in the admission 
process. The teachers appointed in the first couple of years, all leaders of the 
Hitler Youth, were not very competent either, and from 1939 onwards they 
were required to undergo proper teacher training at a university before taking 


up their posts. Ley’s idea was that there should be one of these schools in 
each Nazi Party Region, under the general management of the Party Regional 
Leader; but the Nazi Party management successfully objected that the costs 
would be too great for the Party to bear, and the full complement of schools 
was never reached. In 1938 only 600 pupils were taken on nationwide, far 
fewer than the original plan had envisaged. The buildings under construction 
to house the schools were never completed, and until 1941 the schools 
depended overwhemingly on rented premises in the Order Castle at 


Sonthofen.22© 


The Order Castles (Ordensburgen) were the next stage in the system of 
Party-based education dreamed up by Schirach and Ley. They were intended 
exclusively to teach graduates of the Adolf Hitler Schools, though before 
being admitted the students had to undergo vocational training or university 
education and prove their personal and ideological soundness. Not only did 
the students not pay any fees, they even received pocket-money from the 
schools. There were three Order Castles, located high up in remote country 
districts. They were designed by leading architects on a lavish scale. 
Construction began in March 1934 and the buildings were opened two years 
later. They were intended to form an interconnected system of education and 
training. Students were to spend the first year at the Falkenburg, on the 
Créssin Lake in Pomerania, being educated in racial biology and undertaking 
various sporting activities; in their second year the students were supposed to 
move to Vogelsang Castle, in the Eifel hills above the Rhine, which 
concentrated more exclusively on sport; and in their third year they were to 
move to Sonthofen Castle, in the mountainous district of Bavaria Allgdu, 
where they were to undergo further ideological training and to engage in 
dangerous sports such as mountaineering. The regime intended to build a 
fourth Order Castle, at Marienburg, to focus on instruction about Eastern 
Europe, and ultimately a ‘High School’ on the Chiem Lake, in Bavaria, to 
carry out research and to train teachers for the Order Castles and the Adolf 
Hitler Schools. In the meantime, however, the elite pupils of the Order Castles 
had to spend three separate monthly periods every year working in Party 
organizations in the regions, so that they had experience of practical politics; 
and the Order Castles in turn functioned as training centres for numerous Nazi 
Party officials on short courses, as well as teacher training centres for the 


Adolf Hitler Schools.222 As the name suggested, the aim of the Order Castles 
was to create a modern version of the medieval knightly and monastic orders 
of old: disciplined, united and dedicated to a cause; to underline this intention, 
the students were known as ‘Junkers’. Together with the Adolf Hitler Schools, 


they were the means by which the Party planned to secure its future 


leadership in the long term.228 


Measured by normal academic standards, the level of education provided by 
the Order Castles was not high. The overwhelming emphasis on physical 
training and the ideologically driven curriculum made them poor substitutes 
for a conventional higher education, and the criteria on which the students 
were selected left intellectual ability more or less out of account. In July 1939 
Vogelsang Castle was the subject of withering criticism by an internal Nazi 
Party report, which pilloried the low intellectual level of the graduates and 
expressed serious doubts about their ability to give a coherent account of Nazi 
ideology and added: ‘Only in the smallest number of cases does blooming 
health and strength also vouch for a pronounced intellectual capacity.’ As 
early as 1937, Goebbels’s paper The Attack had raised doubts about the 
institution’s effectiveness after a reporter had heard one of the earliest 
graduates ‘give an ideologically coloured lecture, but he didn’t say much to 
the point. Have the right people been selected at all?’ it asked pointedly. Two 
years later, the situation in Vogelsang Castle descended into chaos when its 
commander, Richard Manderbach, whose main claim to distinction was that 
he had founded the first branch of the stormtroopers in the Siegerland district 
in 1924, was discovered to have had his youngest child secretly baptized in a 
Catholic church. Although Manderbach denied any knowledge of this, the 
Junkers greeted him in the dining hall and the teaching room with rude 
choruses, songs and shouts demanding to know why he had been consorting 
with ‘Pope and priest’. Order was only restored with his dismissal on 10 June 


1939.222 As one of the students of the Adolf Hitler School housed in the 
Order Castle at Sonthofen, the future Hollywood movie actor Hardy Kriiger, 
later noted, the students were constantly told that they were going to be the 
leaders of Nazi Germany in the future, so it was not surprising that they did 
not tolerate ideological backsliding. In an atmosphere that encouraged 
physical toughness and ruthlessness, he added, bullying and physical abuse of 
the younger by the older boys was inevitably widespread, the general spirit 


brutal and rough.240 

The same ideas that inspired the Adolf Hitler Schools, the Order Castles and 
to a more limited extent the Napolas were also evident in yet another elite 
school, founded under the aegis of Ernst ROhm and the SA: the National 
Socialist High School on the Starnberger Lake. A private school owned by the 
brownshirt organization, opened in January 1934, it had only been in 
existence for a few months when R6hm was shot dead on Hitler’s orders. In 
desperation, the school’s head sought to preserve it by putting it under the 


protection first of Franz Xaver Schwarz, the Party Treasurer, then of Rudolf 
Hess’s office, where Martin Bormann was the key functionary. On 8 August 
1939 Hess renamed it the Reich School of the NSDAP Feldafing, by which 
time it had already become the most successful of the Nazi elite schools. 
Housed in forty villas, some of them confiscated from their Jewish owners, 
the school was under the academic control of the Nazi Teachers’ League, and 
all the pupils and teachers were automatically members of the SA. With its 
powerful patrons in the top ranks of the Party, the school managed without 
too much difficulty to obtain lavish funding and first-rate equipment, and, 
with its connections to the teaching profession, it provided a much better 
academic education than the other elite schools, although it shared with them 
a common emphasis on sport, physical training and character-building. Yet 
critics maintained that the pupils, often the scions of high-ranking Party 


officials, learned only how to be playboys.241 All in all, none of the elite 


schools could match the standards of Germany’s long-established academic 
grammar schools. Eclectic and often contradictory in their approach, they 
lacked any coherent educational concept that could serve as the basis for 
training a new functional elite to rule a modern technological nation like 
Germany in the future. On the eve of the war, with a mere 6,000 male and 173 
female pupils in the sixteen Napolas, the ten Adolf Hitler Schools and the 
Reich School combined, they formed only a small part of the boarding school 
system: at the same point in time, September 1939, other residential schools 


were educating 36,746 pupils of both sexes, or six times as many.242 


Nevertheless, the low academic standards evident in the Napolas, the Adolf 
Hitler Schools and the Order Castles had also begun to become apparent in 
the state school system by the eve of the Second World War. At every level, 
formal learning was given decreased emphasis as the hours devoted to 
physical education and sport in the state schools were increased in 1936 to 
three a week, then in 1938 to five, and fewer lessons were devoted to 
academic subjects to make room for indoctrination and preparation for 


war.243 Children still learned the three Rs, and in grammar schools and other 


parts of the secondary education system much more than this, but there can be 
little doubt that the quality of education was steadily declining. By 1939 
employers were complaining that school graduates’ standards of knowledge 
of language and arithmetic were poor and that ‘the level of school knowledge 


of the examinees has been sinking for some time’.244 Yet this did not cause 
any concern to the regime. As Hans Schemm, the leader of the Nazi Teachers’ 
League up to 1935, declared: “The goal of our education is the formation of 
character’, and he complained that too much knowledge had been crammed 


into children, to the detriment of character-building. ‘Let us have’, he said, ‘. . 


. ten pounds less knowledge and ten calories more character!’242 The 
progressive demoralization of the teaching profession, the growing shortage 
of staff and the consequent increase in class sizes also had their effects. As we 
have seen, the Hitler Youth proved a thoroughly disruptive influence on 
formal education. ‘School’, one Social Democratic report already noted in 
1934, ‘is constantly disrupted by Hitler Youth events.’ Teachers had to allow 


pupils time off for them almost every week.24© The abolition of the 
compulsory ceremonies attached to the State Youth Day, which on one 
reckoning had taken up 120 hours of out-of-school preparation each year, in 


1936, made little real difference in this respect.242 Despite the military-style 
discipline in the schools, there were numerous reports of indiscipline and 
disorder, violent incidents between pupils, and insubordination towards 


teachers.248 «One can’t speak of the teacher having authority any more,’ 


noted one Social Democratic agent in 1937: ‘The snotty-nosed little brats of 


the Hitler Youth decide what goes on at school, they’re in charge.’242 

In the same year, the teachers of one district in Franconia complained in the 
half-yearly report of their branch of the National Socialist Teachers’ League 
that the attitude of pupils towards education was giving repeated cause for 
justified complaints and to concern about the future. There is a widespread 
lack of zeal for work and feeling for duty. Many school pupils believe that 
they can just sail through their school-leaving examinations by sitting tight for 
eight years even if they fall way below the required intellectual standard. In 
the Hitler Youth and Junior Hitler Youth units there is no kind of support for 
school; on the contrary, it is precisely those pupils who serve in leading 
positions there who are noticeable for their disobedient behaviour and their 
laziness at school. It is necessary to report that school discipline is noticeably 


declining and to a worrying degree.220 


Educational standards had declined markedly by 1939. What really mattered 
was, as one Social Democratic observer noted ruefully in June 1937: 
“Whether one observes young people playing or working, whether one reads 
what they write or visits their homes, whether one looks through the school 
timetable or even follows what goes on at camp, there is only one will that 
rules the entire carefully devised and ever more efficiently operating machine: 


the will to war.?221 


‘STRUGGLE AGAINST THE INTELLECT’ 


I 


While the Nazis concentrated a great deal of effort on turning the school 
system to their own purposes after 1933, they were somewhat less vigorous in 
imposing their views on Germany’s universities. Only in 1934, with the 
founding of the Reich Education Ministry, did the regime really began to get a 
grip on higher education from the centre. Even then, the grip was but a feeble 
one. Not only was the Education Minister Bernhard Rust weak and indecisive, 
he was also fundamentally uninterested in universities. His incurable 
tendency to vacillation soon became the butt of mocking humour amongst 
university professors, who joked that a new minimum unit of measurement 
had been introduced by the government: ‘One Rust’, the time that elapsed 
between the promulgation of a decree and its cancellation. Nor were the other 
Nazi leaders particularly concerned about higher education. When Hitler 
spoke to a student audience on the tenth anniversary of the founding of the 
Nazi Students’ League in January 1936, he barely mentioned student affairs; 
he never addressed a student audience again. In a fashion only too typical of 
the Third Reich, higher education became the focus of intra-Party rivalries, as 
the Office of the Leader’s Deputy, nominally under Rudolf Hess but in reality 
spurred on by his ambitious chief of staff, Martin Bormann, began to take an 
interest in academic appointments. Research funding fell under the aegis of 
the Interior Ministry. Regional Leaders interfered in university affairs too. 
The SA tried to enlist students. And the Nazi Students’ League took the lead 
in the Nazification of university life. The Ministry took the view that the main 
function of the Students’ League should be to further the political 
indoctrination of the undergraduates and graduates; but running the university 
was the job of the Rector, whom the guidelines issued by the Education 
Ministry on 1 April 1935 defined as the leader of an institution; the duty of 
the rest of the staff and students was to follow him and obey his 


commands.222 


In practice, however, the weakness of the Education Ministry made it 
impossible for this principle to be applied with any consistency. Academic 
appointments became the object of struggles between the Ministry, the Rector, 
the Nazi Students’ League, the professors and the local Nazi Party bosses, all 
of whom continued to claim the right of political control within the 
universities. Like the Hitler Youth in the schools, the Nazi Students’ League 


and its members did not fight shy of naming and shaming the teachers they 
thought were not toeing the Nazi line. In 1937 a Hamburg professor 
complained that no student meeting had been held in the previous few years 
‘in which the professoriate has not been dismissed in contemptuous terms as 
an “ossified” society that is not fit to educate or lead young people in the 


universities’.222 From 1936 the Students’ League had a new leader, Gustav 
Adolf Scheel. As a student before 1933 he had led a successful campaign of 
harassment and intimidation against the pacifist professor Emil Julius Gumbel 
at Heidelberg University. He strengthened the League’s position with the 
incorporation of all student unions and the formal recognition of its right to 
appoint its own leaders and run its own affairs. Scheel cultivated excellent 
relations with Hess’s office and was thereby able to ward off all attempts by 
the Education Ministry to curb his growing influence. With a seat on the 
academic senate of every university, the student organization was now able to 
gain access to confidential information about prospective appointments. It did 
not hesitate to make its wishes and objections known. Since it was clear that if 
the students did not like a new Rector they could - and would - make life very 
difficult for him, from 1937 onwards the Education Ministry felt obliged to 
consult the students’ representatives in advance, giving Scheel and _ his 


organization yet more say in how the universities were run.224 


Yet in the end, the influence of the Nazi Students’ League was limited. 
Although it had swept the board in student union elections all over Germany 
well before 1933, it was in fact a comparatively small organization, with a 
membership that fell just short of 9,000 on the eve of Hitler’s appointment as 
Reich Chancellor. Since many of these belonged to the League’s female 
affiliate or studied in non-university higher education institutions, and others 
were located in German-speaking universities outside the Reich, the number 
of male students in German universities who were members actually fell just 
short of 5,000, or less than 5 per cent of German university students as a 


whole.222 During and after the seizure of power, this figure grew rapidly, 
helped by the mixture of terror and opportunism characteristic of the process 
of social and institutional co-ordination in 1933. Beyond this, the 
overwhelmingly nationalist German student body was swept by enthusiasm 
for the spirit of 1914 unleashed by the new regime in the initial period of its 
power. Yet the Nazi Students’ League was not without competition in the 
student world at this time. Many students joined the stormtroopers in the 
spring of 1933, and following Hitler’s instruction in September 1933 that the 
task of politicizing the student body was to be undertaken by the SA, the 
brownshirts set up their own centres in the universities and put pressure on 


students to join. By the end of the year, over half the students at Heidelberg 
university, for example, had enrolled as stormtroopers. Early in 1934 the 
Interior Ministry made military training organized by the brownshirts 
compulsory for male students. Soon they were spending long hours training 
with the SA. This had a serious effect on their studies. University authorities 
began to note a drastic fall in academic standards as students spent days or 
even weeks away from their studies, or appeared at lectures in a state of 
exhaustion after training all night. Nor was that all. As the Rector of Kiel 
University complained to the Education Ministry on 15 June 1934: 


There is now a danger that under the title ‘struggle against the intellect’, a 
struggle against the intelligentsia is being waged by the SA University Office. 
There is further the danger that under the motto ‘rough soldierly tone’ 
students in the first three semesters adopt a tone that must frequently be 
labelled no longer rough but positively coarse. 


Some brownshirt leaders even told their student members that their first duty 
was to the stormtroopers: their academic studies were leisure pursuits, to be 
conducted in their spare time. Such claims encountered rapidly rising 
resistance amongst the majority of students. In June 1934 the national student 
leader Wolfgang Donat encountered ‘howling, trampling and whistling’ when 
he tried to address a meeting at Munich University, while some university 
teachers who dared to include a pinch of criticism of the regime in their 
lectures met with outbreaks of wild applause. Open fights broke out in some 


universities between Nazi activists and other students.220 


That these events coincided with the first great crisis of the regime in June 
1934 was not coincidental. The decapitation of the SA leadership in the 
‘Night of the Long Knives’ at the end of the month opened the way for a 
thoroughgoing reform of the Nazi presence in the student body. The Office of 
the Deputy Leader, Rudolf Hess, took over the running of the Nazi Students’ 
League and reshaped its leadership, while at the end of October the SA was 
effectively removed from the universities, and training with the brownshirts 
replaced with less demanding sports education. Membership in the Nazi 
Students’ League began to rise sharply, reaching 51 per cent of male 


university students by 1939, and 71 per cent of female.22/ By this time, the 
League had managed to overcome the stubborn resistance of the traditional 
student fraternities, which in 1933 had encompassed more than half the entire 
male student body. Like other conservative institutions, the fraternities had 
vehemently opposed the Weimar Republic and gone along with the Nazi 


seizure of power; most of their members had probably joined the Party by the 
summer of 1933. At the same time, however, they had been obliged to 
introduce the leadership principle in their previously collective management, 
to appoint Nazis to top posts, and to expel any even remotely Jewish members 
and Jewish ‘old gentlemen’, the ex-members whose financial clout gave them 
a major say in how the fraternities were run. The aristocratic tone and 
traditional independence of the fraternities were still not to the liking of Nazi 
leaders, however, and when members of one of the most exclusive Heidelberg 
duelling fraternities were seen interrupting one of Hitler’s radio broadcasts in 
a drunken state and, a few days later, loudly speculating during a riotously 
bibulous meal at an inn on whether the Leader ate asparagus ‘with his knife, 
his fork or his paw’, Hitler Youth leader Baldur von Shirach unfolded a 
massive press campaign against them and ordered that no Hitler Youth 
member was to join such a disgracefully reactionary organization in future. 
Since this went against the known views of the head civil servant of the Reich 
Chancellery, Hans Heinrich Lammers, himself a prominent and influential 
‘old gentleman’, the matter landed with Hitler. In a two-hour monologue 
before assembled Nazi dignitaries on 15 June 1935 the Leader made it clear 
that he expected the fraternities to wither away in the Nazi state as remnants 
of a bygone aristocratic age. In May 1936 Hitler and Hess openly condemned 
the fraternities and barred Party members from belonging to them. Seeing the 
writing on the wall, Lammers had already abandoned his defence of the 
fraternities, and by the end of the academic year the fraternities had either 


dissolved themselves or merged into the Nazi Students’ League.228 


Il 


Thus the Nazi Students’ League had achieved supremacy in the student body 
by the mid-1930s, effectively pushing other institutions of student 
representation aside. But it had done so in the context of a rapid decline in 
student numbers overall. One of the many factors that had fuelled student 
dissatisfaction with the Weimar Republic had been the drastic overcrowding 
that the universities had experienced as a result of the large birth-cohorts of 
the pre-1914 years entering the higher education system. Under the Third 
Reich, however, the number of students in universities plummeted, from a 
high of almost 104,000 in 1931 to a low of just under 41,000 in 1939. In the 
Technical Universities, numbers underwent a similar if slightly less 
precipitous decline, from just over 22,000 in 1931 to slightly more than 


12,000 eight years later.222 Within this overall decline, some subjects fared 


worse than others. Law was particularly badly affected. Law students, making 
up 19 per cent of the total student body in 1932, only constituted 11 per cent 
by 1939. A similar decline was experienced by the humanities, where 19 per 
cent of students were enrolled in 1932 but only 11 per cent seven years later. 
The natural sciences suffered a decline too, though of less dramatic 
proportions, from 12 per cent to 8 per cent of the student body over the same 
period. Theology, perhaps surprisingly, held its own in proportional terms, at 
around 8 to 10 per cent, and economics even experienced a modest rise, from 
6 to 8 per cent. But the real winner was medicine, which already accounted 
for a third of the student body in 1932 and reached nearly half, at 49 per cent, 
by 1939. The true dimensions of these changes become apparent when it is 
recalled that the total numbers of university students fell by more than half 
during these years, so that it is reasonable to speak of a genuine crisis above 
all in the humanities and law by the eve of the Second World War. There were 
a number of reasons for this. Both the humanities and the law were the object 
of continual criticism by the regime, reducing their attractiveness to 
applicants. Similarly, the civil service, a traditional destination of law 
graduates, was under heavy fire from 1933 onwards, and its influence and 
prestige sharply declined as those of the Party grew. Teaching, the main 
source of employment for humanities graduates, similarly declined in 
attractiveness in the mid-1930s, as we have seen. By contrast, the social and 
political standing of the medical profession rocketed during these years, as the 
regime placed racial hygiene at the centre of its domestic policy, and the 
removal of Jewish doctors from the profession created a large number of 


vacancies for Aryan graduates to fil]. 260 
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Map 8. The Decline of German Universities, 1930-39 

The decline of the humanities, by far the most popular choice of female 
students, was in part a consequence of the restrictions placed on women 
entering university by the regime in these years. Hitler took the view that the 
main purpose of educating girls should be to train them to be mothers. On 12 
January 1934, the Interior Ministry under Wilhelm Frick ordered on the basis 
of the Law against the Overcrowding of German Higher Education 
Institutions and Schools (25 April 1933) that the proportion of female 
grammar school graduates allowed to proceed to university should be no more 
than 10 per cent of that of the male graduates. In Easter the same year, 
roughly 10,000 female grammar-school students passed the university 
entrance examination; as a result of this directive, only 1,500 were allowed to 


go on to university, and by 1936 the number of female university students had 
been halved as a consequence. The Nazi elite educational institutions, the 
Adolf Hitler Schools and the Order Castles, did not admit female students, 
though a small number of the state elite schools, the Napolas, did. Moreover, 
the reorganization of German secondary schools ordered in 1937 abolished 
grammar-school education for girls altogether. Girls were banned from 
learning Latin, a requirement for university entrance, and the Education 
Ministry did its best instead to steer them into domestic education, for which 
a whole type of girls’ school existed; the only other secondary education 
available to girls was a language-based girls’ school, where domestic science 
was also now compulsory. From April 1938, all girls who still managed to 
graduate with the university entrance examination despite all these obstacles 
were obliged to have a ‘domestic year’; only after this would they be given 
the school-leaving certificate and allowed to proceed to university, provided 


the quota had not already been exceeded.2°! The number of female students 
in higher education fell from just over 17,000 in 1932-3 to well under 6,000 
in 1939, faster than that of male students: the proportion of female students 
fell from just under 16 per cent to just over 11 per cent over the same period. 
Attempts to reverse this trend in order to satisfy growing demand for skilled 
and qualified female professionals as rearmament took a grip on the economy 
had no discernible effect, since they ran counter to all the other measures 


taken to push women out of the universities since 1933.282 

The Law against the Overcrowding of German Higher Education 
Institutions and Schools of 25 April 1933 affected only Jewish students at 
first, but in December 1933 the Reich Interior Ministry announced that only 
15,000 of the 40,000 grammar-school students who were expected to pass the 
school graduation examination in 1934 would find places at Germany’s 
universities. Unemployment was still at seriously high levels, and it would be 
wrong for students to go to university if they had no prospect of a job at the 
end. However, this measure only lasted for two semesters, since the Reich 
Interior Ministry lost its competence over universities when the Education 
Ministry was founded in May 1934, and the new Ministry quickly abandoned 
the restrictions, even allowing those denied entry in that year to reapply, 


provided that they were unemployed and counted as politically reliable.203 


More influential than such measures was perhaps the oft-expressed contempt 
of the Nazi leadership for the universities and those who taught and studied in 
them. In November 1938 Hitler launched a furious attack on intellectuals, 
amongst whom there was little doubt that he included university teachers and 
professors. He declared that intellectuals were fundamentally unreliable, 


useless and even dangerous, and contrasted their irreducible individualism 
and their constant critical carping with the instinctive and unquestioning 
solidarity of the masses. ‘When I take a look at the intellectual classes we 
have - unfortunately, I suppose, they are necessary; otherwise one could one 
day, I don’t know, exterminate them or something - but unfortunately they’re 


necessary,’204 How long for, he did not say. Anyone who had read My 


Struggle would be aware of his contempt for intellectuals, whom he blamed in 
large part for the disaster of 1918. This inevitably had the effect of producing 
disillusion amongst academics and a reluctance to enrol amongst potential 
students. In Germany before 1933, a university degree had been the way to 
social prestige and professional success. Now, for many, it was no longer. 
Under the Third Reich, there could be no doubt that Germany’s universities 
were in decline. Student numbers were falling, leading scientists and scholars 
had been dismissed and in many cases replaced by the second-rate. Chairs and 


teaching positions remained unfilled.2©2 

The decline had already begun before Hitler came to power, as mass 
unemployment had deterred young people and especially young women from 
entering university when the prospects of obtaining a job afterwards were 
minimal. In addition to this, the very small birth-cohort of the First World War 
years, when the birth rate had plunged to half its prewar level, began in 1934 
to reach the age at which university entrance was an option. Far from acting 
to counter the effects of this demographic decline on student numbers, the 
regime did everything to magnify them. Finally, the huge expansion of the 
professional army with the introduction of conscription in 1935 opened up a 
very large number of prestigious and well-paid posts in the officer corps, so 
that while fewer than 2 per cent of male high-school graduates joined the 
army in 1933, no fewer than 20 per cent did in 1935, and 28 per cent in 1937. 
By this time, too, prospective students were having to wait for two years and 
more after graduating from high school before they could enter university, 
since much of the intervening time was now taken up with obligatory military 
service. By their mid-twenties, many young men had no stomach for yet more 
years without a job. The banning of Jews from universities, it has been 
calculated, reduced student numbers by another 3 to 4 per cent, while, as we 
have been, Nazi measures against women students also had the effect of 


reducing numbers overall.208 

The attractiveness of university study was further undermined by the 
decision of the Nazi Students’ League that all high-school graduates should 
carry out a period of labour service for the Reich before being allowed to 
begin their studies at university. From Easter 1934, six months’ labour service 


was obligatory for all successful university applicants, while first- and 
second-year students already at university were forced to serve a ten-week 
period in a labour camp. The purpose was to instil into university students the 
kind of character-building was also becoming so important in the schools: as 
Bernhard Rust told Berlin students in June 1933: ‘Anyone who fails in labour 
camp has forfeited the right to seek to lead Germany as a university graduate.’ 
Students were the first in the Third Reich to be subjected to these measures. 
Not only were they intended to give practical expression to their commitment 
to building the new Germany, they were also meant to help overcome the 
class snobbery and intellectual arrogance of the highly educated; in order to 
bring this about, the organizers of the Labour Service made sure that students 
did not make up more than 20 per cent of the inmate population of any labour 


camp into which they were drafted.2©2 

Yet the policy signally failed to achieve its aim of helping to build a new, 
classless racial community. The vast majority of students who served in the 
camps hated the way in which, as a memorandum of the student organization 
itself complained in November 1933, ‘the bawling NCO type’ of the old army, 
‘always putting on airs’, who ran the camps offloaded their social resentments 
on the young inmates. Strict military discipline, verbal abuse and bullying 
were common tactics employed by the uneducated camp leaders to humiliate 
the students. One inmate later remembered of these men that 


They get bored, drink themselves silly every evening and then play tricks on 
us ... We were hauled out of bed three, four hours after the Last Post, and had 
to parade outside in our night-clothes, then run round the barracks, and back 
in the barracks crawl under our beds and then climb up onto the cupboards 


and sing ditties that seemed appropriate to our actions.298 


Long hours of unskilled physical labour, building roads or draining marshes, 
carried out on meagre rations, exhausted many of the largely middle-class 
students. They were also the butt of continual practical jokes, tricks and 
verbal abuse from the majority of camp inmates, who were mainly from a 
rural or working-class background and were far more accustomed to tough 
and unskilled manual work than they were. For the students this was a world 
turned upside down, which created not solidarity with other social classes but 


hatred, bitterness and resentment towards them.2°29 


Nor was pre-university labour service the end of such activities for students. 
Once they had entered university, they came under increasing pressure to 
spend several weeks every year, in the vacation, working without pay in a 


factory or on the land. This was not popular with university students, and 
participation rates remained low - only 5 per cent of the student body in 1936. 
Himmler also ordered that 25,000 students should help with the harvest in 
1939, because the tense international situation at the time meant that the 
Polish seasonal labourers who usually performed this function were 
unavailable. This measure caused widespread unrest and open protests at 
several universities. The Gestapo were called in and a number of students 
were arrested. All the same, only 12,000 students actually materialized for the 
harvest; the others had found one way or another of avoiding it. Other 
attempts to carry the spirit of the labour camp life into the universities were 
equally unsuccessful. The Nazified student unions wanted to establish 
‘comradeship houses’ in which students would live collectively instead of 
lodging in private accommodation as they had done up to 1933. This was 
intended not least as a takeover bid for the duelling and other fraternities, 
whose premises were to be used for the comradeship houses. The fraternities 
used their influence in the Ministries, many of whose senior civil servants 
were old members, to block this initiative, and the Nazi Students’ League also 
opposed the move. Finally, Hitler himself also intervened, declaring in 
November 1934 that the comradeship houses would encourage 


homosexuality.220 The collapse of the fraternities in 1936 gave the idea a 


second chance, however, this time under the aegis of the Nazi Students’ 
League, and by 1939 there were no fewer than 232 comradeship houses, 
which made themselves more attractive to students by abandoning their 
earlier insistence on waking their inmates at 6.15 a.m. for a vigorous bout of 
gymnastics. At the same time, however, the equally unpopular institution of 
three evenings a week spent on political indoctrination had not been 
abolished. Many students had been pressured to join a comradeship house in 
one way or another, and saw them mainly as social institutions. After going 
through years of incessantly repeated and intellectually vapid indoctrination at 
school and in the Hitler Youth, the last thing they wanted when they got to 
university was more of the same. Those responsible for the comradeship 
houses in Hamburg, for instance, complained in 1937 of ‘fatigue with every 
kind of political education’, while a keen Nazi student in Marburg declared 
his disappointment in 1939 ‘that in the comradeship houses of the 

National Socialist German Students’ League, basically it is only the way of 
life of the former student fraternities that continues to be cultivated’. 
‘Nowadays,’ concluded the Nazi student leader in Wiirzburg in 1938, ‘there 
are very few politically fanatical people in the university. They are either 


hardened or satiated.’221 


Ill 


The Nazi Students’ League was not content with attempting to change the 
student experience through the institution of compulsory work camps, labour 
service and comradeship houses. It also tried to influence what was taught in 
the universities themselves. It made clear in 1936 that we . . . will intervene 
where the National Socialist view of the world is not made into the basis and 
the starting-point of scientific and scholarly research and the professor does 
not of his own initiative lead his students to these ideological points of 


departure within his scientific or scholarly material.222 


Nazi Party bosses never tired of repeating this view with varying degrees of 
emphasis - brutally open in the speeches of a rhetorical thug like Hans Frank, 
seemingly moderate and flexible in the addresses of a vacillating character 
like Bernhard Rust. The universities, it was clear, had to pursue the same aims 
as the schools and put Nazi ideology at the centre of their teaching and 
research. New chairs and institutes were founded at a number of universities 
in racial studies and racial hygiene, military history and prehistory, while 
additional chairs in German Folklore were founded at half of all German 
universities between 1933 and 1945. Most of these new positions were the 
result of initiatives from the university rectors rather than the Education 
Ministry. In 1939, Institutes for Racial Studies existed at twelve out of the 
twenty-three universities of Germany (in its boundaries of 1937). The new 
foundations involved a considerable investment of money and prestige in 
subjects that had not been well represented at the top level in German 


universities before 1933.22 

These new areas of teaching and research were backed up in many 
universities by special lecture courses in these subjects, and in the political 
ideas of National Socialism, which in some universities were made 
compulsory for all students before they took their exams. In Heidelberg, the 
leading Nazi professor, Ernst Krieck, who became Rector in 1937, lectured on 
the National Socialist world-view. Similar lectures were held elsewhere. After 
the first flush of enthusiasm, however, most of the special lecture courses on 
Nazi ideology were dropped from university teaching, and by the mid-1930s, 
fewer than 5 per cent of lectures at German universities were overtly Nazi in 
their title and contents. Most professors and lecturers who had not been 
purged in 1933 - the great majority - continued to teach their subjects as 
before, with only marginal concessions to Nazi ideology, leading to repeated 
complaints by the Nazi students. These were echoed on many occasions by 


Nazi Party officials: the accusation levelled in 1936 by Walter Gross, head of 
the Racial Policy Office of the Nazi Party, of the ‘often extremely 
embarrassing efforts of notable scientists and scholars to play at National 
Socialism’, was far from untypical. After 1945, many former students of this 
period recalled that their teachers had overwhelmingly been professors of the 


old school, who had adapted to Nazi ideology only superficially.224 The Nazi 
Students’ League had attempted to force changes by creating an alternative to 
the existing teaching syllabus in the form of student-run, subject-specific 
groups (Fachschaften) that would provide a thoroughly Nazi education 
outside regular academic lectures and classes. But these had not been popular 
with students, not least since they could not really afford to miss regular 
classes and so had to work twice as hard as before if they went along. They 
aroused the antagonism of lecturers and had been largely neutralized by the 
need to incorporate the teaching staff into their work, since the students 


mostly lacked the necessary knowledge. 275 In many regular classes, too, 
relatively open discussion was still possible, and the lecturers were able to 
avoid Nazi ideology easily enough when they dealt with highly technical 
subjects, even in subjects like philosophy, where discussion of Aristotle or 
Plato allowed basic questions of morality and existence to be debated without 


recourse to the concepts and terminology of National Socialism.2© 


The success of the Nazis in turning the universities to their own ideological 


purposes was thus surprisingly limited.22Z Teaching continued with only 
relatively superficial changes in most areas. Studies of doctoral dissertations 
completed during the Nazi era have shown that no more than 15 per cent of 


them could be said to be Nazi in their language and approach.228 Snobbish 
and elitist professors of the traditional sort openly despised the carpetbaggers 
brought into the universities by the regime, while most of the latter were so 
taken up with university administration that they had little time for the 
propagation of their own ideas to the students. On the other hand, the anti- 
intellectualism of the Nazi movement made sure that many senior figures in 
the Party, from Hitler down, ridiculed many of these ideas and thought them 
too abstruse to have any real political relevance. Neither Bernhard Rust nor 
Alfred Rosenberg, the two leading senior Nazis in the field of education and 
ideology, was politically skilled or determined enough to outmanoeuvre wily 
professors whose abilities to intrigue and dissemble had been honed in 
decades of in-fighting on university committees. The foundation of a new 
institute dedicated to the pursuit of a favourite obsession of the Nazis could be 
welcomed by conservative professors as a way of shunting off an unpopular 
colleague into an academic byway, as it was for example when the 


cantankerous far-right historian Martin Spahn was given his own Institute for 
Spatial Politics at the University of Cologne in 1934. This killed two birds 
with one stone, since it got Spahn out of the History Department, where he 
was deeply unpopular, into an area where he did not have to come into 
contact with his colleagues, and demonstrated at the same time the 


university’s commitment to the geopolitical ideas of the new regime.2/2 


In general, however, Nazi ideology itself was too meagre, too crude, too 
self-contradictory and in the end too irrational to have any real impact on 
teaching and research at the sophisticated level at which they were pursued in 
higher education. Attempts to corral university teaching staff into a National 
Socialist German Lecturers’ Association in December 1934 - very late, 
compared to similar organizations in other professions - failed not least 
because of the ineptitude of its leader, Walter ‘Bubi’ Schultze, who had earned 
Hitler’s gratitude by fixing the shoulder the Leader had dislocated during the 
failed putsch of 1923. Schultze made enemies everywhere by ill-concealed 
intrigues. He rubbed the Education Ministry up the wrong way. His 
organization was also regarded by the professors as constituting an 
unwarranted interference with their power over the profession at large. Its 
parent body, the Higher Education Commission of the Nazi Party, founded in 
July 1934, fared no better, since it was led by men who had no standing in the 
academic community. There could be no question of requiring German 
professors to go on indoctrination courses in labour camps like their 
schoolteacher colleagues. Secure within their own bailiwick, they took a dim 
view of the anti-intellectualism of the Nazis. The initial enthusiasm of 
nationalist academics like the philosopher Martin Heidegger for the Nazi 
cultural revolution soon faded as it became clear that the new regime had no 
interest in the renewal of German science and scholarship as an end in itself. 
By 1939 even a convinced and determined Nazi academic like Ernst Krieck 
was asking: ‘Has the professor changed? No! The spirit of 1933 has departed 
from him once more, or at least from his scholarship, even if he is otherwise 


at least partially well-disposed.’289 

Such a sweeping generalization needs to be qualified, of course; in some 
universities, Nazism made greater inroads among the professoriate than in 
others. Jena, Kiel or Kénigsberg, for example, counted as relatively strong 
centres of Nazi teaching and research, while universities in Catholic regions 
remained less strongly affected; Bonn University, indeed, became something 
of a dumping-ground for unwanted professors compulsorily relocated from 
other centres of higher education, while the student body here remained 
dominated by Catholic and conservative groupings until their dissolution by 


the Nazis in the mid-1930s. In Bonn, only a minority of posts - about 5 per 
cent in this case - was ever occupied by fanatical Nazis, another 10 per cent 
by committed supporters of the Party, and the rest by either superficial 
sympathizers, by the indifferent, or by academics who were opposed to the 
regime; the fact that nearly a quarter of Bonn’s 380 professors were hostile to 
Nazism was unusual, but the dominance of scholarly and scientific criteria in 
the majority of faculty appointments even after 1933 was not, nor was it in 


most other German universities either.221 Surveying the field in 1938, the 
Security Service of the SS drew understandably gloomy conclusions. ‘In 
almost all universities’, it complained, ‘there are complaints about the passive 
attitude of the lecturers, who reject any political or ideological work that 


breaks the narrow bounds of their specialisms.’282 


IV 


The difficulties experienced by the Nazis in turning traditional academic 
subjects into expressions of their political ideology were nowhere clearer than 
in physics. Here there was a thoroughgoing attempt to Nazify the discipline, 
led by the physicist Philipp Lenard, an elder statesman of German science 
who had retired from his Chair in Heidelberg in 1931. Born in 1862, the son 
of a wine merchant, Lenard had studied with Heinrich Hertz, the discoverer of 
radio waves, and been awarded the Nobel Prize himself for path-breaking 
experiments on cathode rays in 1905. Despite his Nobel Prize, Lenard was 
full of bitterness and resentment at being pipped to the post by his pupil 
Wilhelm Roéntgen in the discovery of x-rays, and accused the British physicist 
J. J. Thomson, who established the nature of cathode rays, of stealing and 
then suppressing his own later work in the field. A charismatic and popular 
lecturer who achieved widespread fame in Germany through his work, Lenard 
emphasized careful and precise experimentation and had no time for theory. 
His hatred of Thomson intensified into a general dislike of the British, while 
the German nationalism he had imbibed in his birthplace, in Bratislava, in the 
multinational Habsburg monarchy, spilled over into chauvinism in 1914, and 
into antisemitism at the end of the First World War. All of this caused him to 
act with undisguised fury when the general theory of relativity was 
empirically validated in May, 1919, bringing Albert Einstein worldwide 


fame.283 


A pacifist, a Jew, a theoretician and a supporter of the Weimar Republic, 
Einstein represented everything Lenard hated most. Moreover, the scientists 
who had validated his theory were British. In the ensuing debate over 


relativity, Lenard took the lead in rejecting Einstein’s theory as a ‘Jewish 
fraud’ and in mobilizing the physics community against it. He was driven into 
the arms of the Nazis when his refusal to join in official mourning for the 
murdered Foreign Minister Rathenau - whose assassination he himself had 
openly advocated not long before - sparked trade union demonstrations 
against him in 1922, in which he had to be taken into police custody for his 
own protection. Banned from returning to work by his own university, Lenard 
was reinstated as a result of pressure from right-wing students, into whose 
orbit he now gravitated. 

In 1924 he openly praised Hitler’s beer-hall putsch of the previous year, and 
although he did not formally join the Nazi Party until 1937, he was now to all 
intents and purposes a follower of the movement and participated actively in 
the work of groups such as Rosenberg’s Fighting League for German Culture. 
He greeted the coming of the Third Reich with unbridled enthusiasm, 
celebrated the removal of Jewish professors from the universities, and 
published a four-volume textbook on German Physics in 1936-7 which he 
clearly hoped would provide the foundation for a new, racially based ‘Aryan 
physics’ that would eliminate the Jewish doctrine of relativity from German 


science altogether.224 


Lenard’s relatively advanced age by this time, however, prevented him from 
taking the lead in the struggle for an Aryan physics. This role fell to his friend 
and close associate Johannes Stark, another gifted but extremely quarrelsome 
experimentalist whose discoveries included the splitting of spectral lines in an 
electric field, a phenomenon that became known as the Stark effect. Like 
Lenard, he was a German nationalist and he was driven into opposition to 
Einstein not least by the latter’s pacifism and internationalism in 1914-18. His 
growing hostility to modern physics, and particularly to the predominance 
achieved in Einstein’s wake by theoretical physics, hampered the 
advancement of his career in the 1920s; his failure to find a job led him to 
blame the Weimar Republic for his misfortunes and to form close connections 
with leading Nazi ideologues like Hans Schemm and Alfred Rosenberg. As a 
result, the Minister of the Interior, Wilhelm Frick, appointed Stark as 
President of the Imperial Institute of Physics and Technology on 1 May 1933, 
and a year later he was given the post of President of the Emergency 
Association of German Science (later the German Research Community), in 
charge of disbursing large sums of government research money. From these 
positions of power, Stark launched a concerted campaign to position the 
supporters of Aryan physics in academic posts, and to reshape the funding 
and management of research in the field in such a way as to cut off support 
from the proponents of modern theories such as relativity and quantum 


mechanics.222 


But Stark was too effective at making enemies for his own good. Before 
long he had aroused the hostility of leading civil servants within the 
Education Ministry, of the SS (whose own racial and genealogical research he 
had brusquely dismissed as unscientific) and of the Party Regional Leader of 
Bavaria, Adolf Wagner. Moreover, the ‘German physicists’ themselves were 
divided, with Lenard championing pure research while Stark embraced the 
application of physics to technology. Above all, however, when the political 
polemics and antisemitic diatribes were taken out, there was not much of use 
left in Aryan physics, whose ideas were muddled, confused and contradictory. 
Quantum mechanics and relativity were just too useful to be ignored, and 
other physicists got round Lenard’s criticisms by arguing that such theories 
embodied key Nordic concepts, and constituted a rejection of Jewish 
materialism. The majority of physicists therefore repudiated Lenard and 
Stark’s ideas, and the Aryan physicists’ progress was slow. By 1939 they had 
only managed to fill six out of the eighty-one physics chairs in Germany, and 
these mainly with their own students. Nevertheless, their influence did not 
disappear. A characteristic triumph was the campaign they mounted against 
Werner Heisenberg, who had won a Nobel Prize for his pioneering of 
quantum mechanics in 1932. Born in 1901, Heisenberg had studied with such 
luminaries of modern physics as Niels Bohr and Max Born, and had been 
appointed Professor of Theoretical Physics at Leipzig in 1927. A conservative 
nationalist, though not politically active, Heisenberg like many of his 
colleagues felt strongly that the damage done to German science by the 
dismissal of Jewish researchers could only be repaired if men like himself 


stayed in Germany.28 


But the Aryan physicists had other ideas. They mobilized a vigorous 
campaign against his appointment to a prestigious Chair of Theoretical 
Physics at Munich in 1937. Stark’s open attack on Heisenberg in the Nazi 
press as a follower of the detested Einstein was pure polemic: in fact, Einstein 
rejected quantum mechanics altogether. The attack, however, clearly 
threatened mainstream physics as a whole. It called forth a public response 
drafted by Heisenberg and signed by seventy-five leading physicists, an 
almost unprecedented public intervention under the circumstances of the 
Third Reich. The physicists reaffirmed the principle that no progress in 
experimentation was possible without the theoretical elucidation of the laws 
of nature. The actions of the Aryan physicists, they declared, were damaging 
the subject and putting students off. There were already too few physicists of 
the younger generation in Germany. After this, open attacks ceased, but 


behind the scenes, the Aryan physicists enlisted the support of Reinhard 
Heydrich’s SS Security Service and of the Munich branch of the National 
Socialist German University Teachers’ League to block Heisenberg’s 
appointment. To counter this, Heisenberg capitalized on his family’s 
acquaintance with the family of Heinrich Himmler, whose father had been a 
schoolteacher in Munich at the same time as his own. He sent his mother to 
intercede with Himmler’s mother, with the gratifying result that the head of 
the SS cleared his name in July 1938. Yet in the end the outcome was still a 
victory for Stark and his supporters. With effect from 1 December 1939, the 
Munich chair was filled not by Heisenberg but by Wilhelm Miiller, who was 
not even a physicist, but an aerodynamics expert whose main 
recommendation was the fact that he had published a small book entitled Jews 
and Science in 1936, attacking relativity as a Jewish con-trick. After this, the 
teaching of theoretical physics at Munich University ceased altogether, a 
result wholly congenial to the Aryan physicists, whose greatest triumph this 


represented so far.282 


Apart from physics, no other traditional scientific subject was quite so 
convulsed by an attempt by some of its most eminent practitioners to turn it 
into a specifically Nazi form of knowledge, with the possible exception of 
biology. There was a rather feeble attempt to create a ‘German mathematics’, 
stressing geometry rather than algebra because it was supposedly more 
closely related to the ideal human form as expressed in the Aryan racial type, 
but it was ignored by most mathematicians as abstruse and irrelevant, and 


came to nothing.288 In a similar way, the attempt to create a ‘German 
chemistry’, which, like its parallels in other disciplines, was launched by 
scientists themselves rather than emanating from the regime or the Nazi 
authorities, was too vague and diffuse to have any real impact. Less 
antisemitic than Aryan physics, it preferred to direct its attacks against 
‘Western’ rationalism and to base its theories on a recovery of the organic 
concepts of nature favoured by the German Romantics; but the results were 
even less impressive, not least because the Aryan chemists could boast 


nobody among their ranks of the stature of Lenard or Stark.289 What united 
all these attempts to Nazify science was a characteristically National Socialist 
suspicion of abstraction and formalism, comparable to that demonstrated so 
graphically in official diatribes against ‘degenerate art’. But ‘degenerate 
science’ was both less easy to identify and less obviously connected to liberal 


and leftist trends in cultural politics.222 In the end, it survived, but not 
unscathed. The Third Reich saw a marked decline in the standard of scientific 
teaching and research in German universities between 1933 and 1939. This 


was not just because of the enforced emigration of so many distinguished 
Jewish scientists, but also because German science gradually became cut off 
from the international conferences, visiting professorships, research 
exchanges and other contacts with the worldwide scientific community that 
have always played such a vital role in stimulating new developments. 
Numbers of scientists from leading countries in the international research 
community visiting German universities fell sharply after 1933. Already in 
1936, Heisenberg was complaining to his Danish colleague Niels Bohr of his 
growing isolation. Foreign academics and institutions began to reduce their 
contacts with German colleagues in protest against the dismissal of Jewish 
scientists, foreign travel was increasingly restricted or turned to political 
purposes, and university library subscriptions to leading international journals 
were cancelled if - like the British periodical Nature, for example - they 


contained any hint of criticism of the Third Reich.224 

Yet despite these developments, scientific research did not atrophy or 
collapse altogether in Nazi Germany. While standards in the universities 
might have fallen, the universities had never enjoyed a monopoly over 
research in Germany. Ever since the nineteenth century, large, modern 
companies in areas like the electrical, engineering and chemical industries had 
depended heavily on their own research and development sections, staffed by 
highly trained and well-paid scientists, for the technological innovations on 
which they relied to keep at the forefront of world markets. Even more 
importantly, perhaps, the state itself had instituted massive investment in 
scientific research institutes not only inside but, more importantly, outside the 
universities through a variety of bodies, notably the German Research 
Community and the Kaiser Wilhelm Society. Not surprisingly, the Third 
Reich directed its funding heavily towards investment in military or war- 
relevant technology, from new weaponry to synthetic fuels. Medicine and 
biology benefited from the Nazis’ encouragement in areas such as the 
improvement of crop yields, chemical fertilizers and synthetic fibres. As the 
drive to rearm and prepare for war became more urgent, so those parts of the 
scientific community that contributed to it were able to direct increasing 
amounts of funding towards themselves. It was symptomatic of this 
development that Heisenberg and his colleagues were able not only to secure 
the acceptance of their argument that theoretical physics was necessary for the 
development of sophisticated military technology, but also to secure the 
removal of Johannes Stark from the Presidency of the German Research 
Community in 1936 because his obdurate hostility to theoretical physics was 


hampering the funding of war-relevant research.222 


The government sharply increased the funding of the German Research 
Community and the Kaiser Wilhelm Society, making its grants conditional on 
the ability of the recipients to demonstrate the relevance of their work to the 
preparation of Germany for war. Other governments in other states and at 
other times, of course, have directed their research support towards what they 
have considered useful to the state, a tendency that has seldom been of much 
comfort to the arts and humanities. But the scale, intensity and single- 
mindedness of the Third Reich in this respect far outdid most parallels 
elsewhere. The scientific research community in Germany was immensely 
strong; measured by the country’s overall population, it was probably the 
strongest in the world in 1933. Especially in government-funded research 
institutes and company research and development departments, it continued to 
pioneer many scientific and technological innovations under the Third Reich. 
These included the discovery of nuclear fission by Otto Hahn and Lise 
Meitner in 1938, the creation of important drugs such as methadone and 
Demerol, and the nerve gas sarin, technological developments like the jet 
propulsion engine, electron microscopes and the electronic computer, and 
major inventions such as cold-steel extrusion, aerial infrared photography, 
power circuit breakers, tape recorders, x-ray tubes, colour film processing, 
diesel motors and intercontinental ballistic missiles. It has even been claimed 
that the first television broadcast strong enough to reach out beyond the planet 
Earth was of a speech by Hitler, delivered at the opening of the 1936 Olympic 
Games. Thus while the Third Reich tended to prioritize military training in 
the schools and the universities, to the detriment of other kinds of learning, it 
fully backed the most modern, most advanced scientific and technological 
research elsewhere if it could be shown to have even the remotest possibility 
of relevance to the war the regime was preparing to launch on Europe in the 


medium-term future.223 


V 


Traditional approaches to academic subjects survived in German universities 
not least because their complexity and sophistication defied easy assimilation 


into the crude categories of Nazi ideology.224 In history, for example, 
established professors obdurately resisted attempts by the Nazis to introduce a 
new, racial, ‘blood-and-soil’ approach to the past in the first years of the 
regime. In the universities, as in the schools, ideologues like Alfred 
Rosenberg demanded that history should become a form of political 
propaganda and indoctrination, abandoning traditional ideas of objectivity 


based on scholarly research. Since the middle of the nineteenth century, 
German academic historians had been accustomed to try and view the past in 
its own terms and consider the state as the driving force in history. Now they 
were being told that Charlemagne, for example, was a German, in an era 
when many historians believed that it was anachronistic to think that Germans 
existed at all, and asked to affirm that race was the foundation of historical 
change and development. Some went along willingly with the idea of 
Charlemagne’s Germanness. In the case of the Eastern European specialist 
Albert Brackmann, this even included the attempt to minimize the extent to 
which Charlemagne had been motivated by Christian belief. But 
traditionalists such as Hermann Oncken insisted that history was in the first 
place a search for the truth, irrespective of its ideological implications. 
Another historian, Johannes Haller, who had publicly supported the Nazis in 
the elections of July 1932, declared in November 1934 that historians who 
adopted a ‘mythical view of the past’ were committing ‘hara-kiri’: ‘For’, he 
proclaimed, ‘where myth had the word, history has nothing more to say.’ Thus 
many university historians resisted the regime’s attempt to revolutionize their 
subject through new foundations like the Reich Institute for the History of the 
New Germany, led by the Nazi Walter Frank. The new institute was not a 
success. It largely failed to produce any research, except from its section for 
the Jewish question, led by Karl Alexander von Miiller, whose association 
with Hitler went back to his time in Munich at the end of the First World 


War.222 

Miiller took over the editorship of the profession’s flagship periodical, the 
Historical Journal (Historische Zeitschrift), from the liberal Friedrich 
Meinecke in 1935. But apart from a few brief articles and reports on the 
‘Jewish question’, the history of Germans abroad, and one or two other 
political topics, the journal continued as before to publish specialized articles 


on academic themes based on detailed archival research.222 The leadership 
principle was introduced into historical organizations and research institutes, 
but this made little difference in reality; the profession was already extremely 
hierarchical, with enormous power resting in the hands of the senior 
professors. The national organization of historians first incorporated a couple 
of prominent Nazis onto its executive committee in 1933, then was itself 
taken under the control of the Education Ministry in 1936. This led to a more 
politically motivated selection of German delegates to international historical 
conferences, and to the domination of the organization’s annual congresses by 
Nazi historians from Walter Frank’s Reich Institute. The main consequence of 
this, however, was that university-based historians did not bother to go any 


more, and the apathy of the majority was now such that the 1937 national 


congress proved to be the last.22Z As the Security Service of the SS noted the 
following year, historians were mostly content ‘to carry on compiling old 
scholarly encyclopedias and to deliver new scholarly contributions to the 
illumination of individual epochs’. There was not much sign of any advance 


of National Socialist concepts and methods to record.228 ft seemed, therefore, 
that the historical profession was relatively unaffected by the Nazi regime and 
successfully preserved its custodianship of the legacy of the great German 
historians of the past against the onslaught of the new anti-intellectualism. 

Yet when historians, particularly of the older generation, protested that 
history was an unpolitical subject, they meant, as so many conservatives had 
done under the Weimar Republic, that it should not be tied to party politics, 
not that it was devoid of any political content. From their point of view, 
patriotism was unpolitical, a belief in the historical rightness and inevitability 
of the Bismarckian unification of Germany in 1871 was unpolitical, the 
assertion that Germany had not been responsible for the outbreak of war in 
1914 was unpolitical. A scholarly, objective approach to the past dovetailed 
miraculously with the nationalist prejudices and preconceptions of the 
educated German bourgeoisie in the present. For almost all, for example, it 
was axiomatic that the eastward Germanic migration in the Middle Ages had 
brought civilization to the Slavs. The German right to conquer Slavic nations 
like Poland and Czechoslovakia in the present grew in this way of seeing 
things out of the objective facts of Germany’s historic mission to civilize this 
part of Europe. Nobody gave a thought to the possibility that they were 


reading history backwards rather than forwards.222 Thus although no full 
professor of history had been a member of the Nazi Party before 1933, hardly 
any resigned his chair on grounds of political belief or conscience when the 


Nazis took over the universities, because hardly any saw the need to, 300 


The traditional Rankean concept of objectivity was not shared by all 
historians, particularly in the younger generation. One of them, Hans 
Rothfels, openly rejected what he called the ‘tendentious misconception of 
objectivity without a standpoint’ in favour of a conscious ‘unification of 


scholarship and life’ in the present 204 Even younger scholars who rejected 
the notion of objectivity in such terms, however, still insisted on the need for 
scholarly standards of research to be maintained and the open conversion of 
history into propaganda to be resisted. Hard-line ideologues like Rosenberg 
and Himmler thus met with considerable opposition when they attempted to 
foist racial interpretations of history, ‘blood-and-soil’, paganist anti-Christian 
views and the like onto the historians. Hitler himself preferred to praise 


German military prowess and great national heroes in the past. This point of 
view was far more congenial to the professors. Despite the interest of some 
younger historians in a populist-oriented history of the common people, under 
Nazi or quasi-Nazi ideological auspices, diplomatic and military history were 
still dominant in Germany, as in many other European countries, at this time, 
and writing biographies of great men was widely thought of as central to the 


historian’s business,202 


A not untypical example of the academic historian in this respect was the 
Freiburg professor Gerhard Ritter, who became during the 1930s one of the 
most prominent representatives of the profession. Born in 1888 into an 
educated middle-class family, Ritter had been marked for life by his 
experience aS an army officer in the Battle of the Somme in 1916. His 
patriotism gained a strong dose of sober realism in these circumstances, and 
though he never ceased to argue for the revision of the Treaty of Versailles 
and against the thesis of German war guilt in 1914, he also warned repeatedly 
against irresponsible warmongering and empty patriotic rhetoric. Unusually, 
perhaps, Ritter never had any truck with antisemitism and he mistrusted the 
populism of the Nazis, preferring an elitist conception of politics that 
excluded the irresponsible and uneducated masses from full political 
participation. After Hitler came to power, Ritter’s attitude towards the regime 
fluctuated ambivalently between conditional support and limited opposition. 
Combative and courageous, he did not hesitate to support Jewish pupils and 
colleagues dismissed or persecuted by the regime. On the other hand, he 
vigorously supported a whole variety of Hitler’s policies at home and abroad, 
while at the same time hoping continuously for the reform of the regime in a 
less radical direction. As he wrote in his biography of Frederick the Great in 
1936, the Germans had rightly learned ‘to make sacrifices of political 
freedom’ for the ‘advantage of belonging to a leading nation-state’. In private, 
he was critical of many aspects of the Nazi regime, but in public, his books 
and articles served its educational purposes in broad terms by emphasizing the 
historians’ usual themes of German nationhood and the lives of great 
Germans of the past, even if some of the standpoints they took were not 


wholly shared by the Nazi leadership.293 


In a similar fashion, other disciplines too found little difficulty in fitting in 
with the regime’s broader requirements while preserving at least some of their 
scholarly or scientific autonomy. At Heidelberg University, for example, the 
Social and Economic Sciences Faculty focused its research on population, 
agricultural economics and the vaguely named ‘spatial research’ which in fact 
was focused on accumulating knowledge relevant to the proposed future 


expansion of the Reich in the pursuit of ‘livingspace’. The sociologists put 
their faith in detailed empirical work and cold-shouldered the rabid Nazi 
ideologues who tried to use their own fanaticism to gain promotion. A similar 


development could be observed in other universities too.294 In university- 


level teaching and research on German language and literature, professors and 
lecturers in the Nazi period focused on literary and linguistic history as a field 
in which the German spirit and expressions of German racial identity could be 
traced back through the ages. They contrasted this tradition with the threat 
posed by foreign influences such as Romance literature and American popular 
culture. This seemed a Nazi view, but it had been held by the great majority of 


scholars in this area since even before the First World War.209 


Theology faculties, divided institutionally between Protestant and Catholic 
institutions, were in a more difficult position. Protestant theology faculties 
became the sites of bitter quarrels between supporters of the German 
Christians and the Confessing Church. At Bonn University, for instance, 
where Karl Barth, the chief theologian of the Confessing Church, was the 
guiding spirit, a new dean, the German Christian Emil Pfennigsdorf, was 
elected in April 1933. Within three years he had fired or transferred ten out of 
the faculty’s fourteen members and replaced them with his own supporters, 
with the result that before long the faculty was virtually without any students. 
The hostility of the Nazi Party to the Catholic Church found its expression in 
the refusal of the state authorities to sanction the filling of posts in Bonn’s 
Catholic theology faculty made vacant by retirements. Eight out of the 
faculty’s twelve chairs were unfilled in 1939; only the forcible transfer of two 
professors from the faculty in Munich, which the Nazis had closed down 
altogether, allowed teaching to continue. Similar upheavals occurred in other 


universities too,306 


The contrast with what rapidly became the most important of all university 
faculties under Nazism, medicine, could not have been more stark. Teachers 
of medicine made up roughly a third of all university faculty members by 
1935, and the absolutely dominant position of medicine in universities was 
reflected in the fact that, from 1933 to 1945, 59 per cent of university rectors 
were drawn from the medical profession. The close interest of the regime in 
the teaching of medicine was signalled right away in 1933, as Hitler 
appointed Fritz Lenz to the first full Chair in racial hygiene at any German 
university, in Berlin; this was quickly followed by chairs in the subject in 
other universities or, where this did not happen, in the institution of regular 
lecture courses in the subject. Unfortunately, not only was the subject itself 
poorly developed in intellectual terms, but those who rushed to teach it were 


often more noted for their ideological fanaticism than for their scientific 
competence. The abler students mocked such teachers behind their backs, but 
even they were often unable to pass the simplest tests in the subject, 
identifying as Aryan, for example, Nordic-looking individuals who were in 
fact Jews. The absurdity of such tests did not deter Nazi professors from 
investing a good deal of time and energy into racial studies. At the University 
of Giessen, for instance, an Institute for Hereditary Health and Race 
Preservation, partly sponsored by the Nazi Party in 1933, became a full 
university department in 1938 under its founder, the ‘old fighter’ Heinrich 
Wilhelm Kranz, who as a medical student had taken part in the cold-blooded 
shooting of fifteen workers by a Free Corps Unit in Thuringia in the wake of 
the Kapp putsch in 1920. Kranz was actually an ophthalmologist, with no 
scientific expertise in physical anthropology at all, but this did not prevent 
him using his connections in the Party to further his own empire-building in 


the field of racial research.222 

If the quality of its teachers was often poor and the content of what they 
taught dubious in scientific terms, racial hygiene was at least accepted in 
principle by most medical faculties in the 1930s. But this was not all that the 
Nazis tried to foist onto the universities in this field. The head of the Nazi 
Physicians’ League from before 1933, and from 1936 leader of the Reich 
Physicians’ Chamber, was Gerhard Wagner, a close associate of Rudolf Hess 


and an enthusiast for alternative medicine. 298 Wagner backed the Nazi 
radicals who championed a holistic approach based on herbs and other natural 
remedies, known as the New German Healing. He did not conceal his disdain 
for the mechanistic, scientific approach of conventional university medicine, 
and rejected its dependency on synthetic pharmacology. Wagner set up a 
teaching hospital in Dresden in June 1934 with the aim of disseminating the 
naturopathic ideas of the New German Healing. He followed this up with a 
variety of special training courses. Racial hygiene was an integral part of the 
teaching of the new academy for state public health officials that Wagner 
established in Munich in 1933. Soon ‘people’s health’ was a feature of 
teaching in university medical schools too. Wagner backed this up with 
persistent and often successful interventions with the Education Ministry in 
appointments to university medical chairs, many of which had become vacant 
as a consequence of the dismissal of their Jewish occupants in 1933-4. At 
Bonn University, for example, twelve out of seventeen chairs in medicine 
became vacant in the years from 1933 on; ten of the fourteen new professors 
appointed up to 1945 were active Nazis, who then formed the dominant group 
within the faculty. Often the new incumbents were not up to their 


predecessors either as researchers or as practitioners. Even so, by 1938 there 
was such a shortage of qualified candidates for medical chairs that the 
Ministry of Education started to ask retiring incumbents to stay in office. In 
Berlin, for example, the 67-year-old Walter Stoeckel, an eminent 
gynaecologist, was given another two years in post because no replacement 
could be found. The fact was that for competent physicians and surgeons 
there were already greater rewards, and more freedom as researchers, to be 
had in industry or the armed forces. And the burden of student numbers in 
areas such as racial hygiene was now so great that non-specialists from other 


fields were being drafted in to do the teaching. 309 


Everywhere in the educational system, therefore, the Third Reich had an 
impact that was ultimately disastrous. ‘Scholarship is no longer essential, ’ 
noted Victor Klemperer in his diary in October 1933 as he recorded the 
cancelling of lectures on two afternoons a week in his university to make time 


for military sports. 210 In a regime that was built on contempt for the intellect, 


this should hardly have been a cause for surprise. The Nazis saw the 
educational system in the first place as a means for inculcating the young with 
their own view of the world, still more as a means of training and preparing 
them for war. Anything that stood in their way, including traditional 
educational values such as freedom of inquiry, critical intelligence or the ideal 
of pure research, was to be sidelined or swept aside. As preparations for war 
became more extensive, so the demands of the armed forces for doctors 
became more urgent; and in 1939 the course of university study for medical 
students was shortened. The quality of teaching had already been diluted by a 
reduction of the time taken up in mainstream medical training to make room 
for new subjects such as racial hygiene, not to mention the students’ 
multifarious obligations to the Party, from attendance at labour camps to 
participation in the activities of the stormtroopers. Already in 1935 the 
surgeon Ferdinand Sauerbruch was complaining about the poor quality of the 
new intake of medical students, many of whom had, he claimed, been picked 
because they or their parents were Party members. There was even some 
evidence that examination standards were being lowered to enable them to get 
through. When a dissertation on racial hygiene could serve as the final 
qualification for medical practice, it was not surprising that traditionalists like 
Sauerbruch were concermed for the future of the medical profession in 


Germany. 


Nevertheless, in medicine as in other areas, established professors largely 
carried on teaching and researching as they had done before. For all his 
diatribes against academic medicine, Wagner realized that the doctors were 


essential for the implementation of many of the Nazis’ eugenic plans. He 
balked at the idea, pushed by the proponents of the New German Healing, of 
abolishing the medical faculties altogether. Besides, the achievements of 
German medical research over the previous decades had won worldwide 
recognition, and there were powerful nationalist arguments for attempting to 
continue this proud tradition. Serious medical research in a variety of fields 
had an obvious relevance to the protection of German troops from infectious 
diseases and the improvement of the health of the German population in 
general. So it did indeed carry on under the Third Reich. The pathologist 
Gerhard Domagk even won the Nobel Prize in 1939 for his development of 
sulfa drugs for combating bacterial infection (he was not allowed by the 
regime to accept it). In trying to improve the health and fecundity of the 
racially acceptable part of the German population, the Nazis gave strong 
support to preventive medicine and research into major killers. It was a Nazi 
epidemiologist who first established the link between smoking and lung 
cancer, establishing a government agency to combat tobacco consumption in 
June 1939. Party and government agencies actively pursued bans on 
carcinogenic substances like asbestos and dangerous pesticides and food 
colouring agents. Already in 1938 the air force had banned smoking on its 
premises, to be followed by other workplace smoking bans imposed by the 
post office and offices of the Nazi Party itself, in April 1939. Books, 
pamphlets and posters warned of the dangers of smoking, and pointed out 
repeatedly that Hitler himself never put a pipe, cigar or cigarette to his lips. 
Nor did he imbibe alcohol, and the Nazis were equally active in combating 
excessive consumption of beer, wines and spirits. The fact that tobacco 
manufacturers, brewers, distillers and wine merchants were more than likely 
to be members of the Party and give it substantial financial support cut little 
ice here: the overriding imperative was to improve the health of the Aryan 


race. 212 


Such policies helped dull the minds of medical researchers to the negative 
side of Nazi health policy. Improving the race included not only research and 
prevention of this kind, but also, as we shall see, eliminating supposed 
negative influences on the race and its future by forcible sterilization and, 
eventually, murder, dressed up in the neutral-sounding rhetoric of preventive 


medicine.242 The intrusion of racial hygiene and eugenics into medical 


education under the Third Reich had its own influence on medical ethics too, 
as medical researchers in other fields also succumbed to the idea that racially 
inferior or subhuman people could legitimately be used as the objects of 


medical experimentation.2_4 The immense power and prestige of medicine 


and allied subjects in the Third Reich gave some medical researchers the 
belief that anything was justified in the name of the advancement of science, 
not only if it could be directly linked to the fortunes of the nation in the 
struggle for power, but even in far-removed realms of pure research. In this 
belief, they were encouraged by the regime’s contempt for conventional 
morality. The deep-rooted Christian beliefs that underpinned medical ethics 
and were held more broadly by many millions of Germans appeared to the 
Nazis in the end as yet another obstacle to the mobilization of the Aryan 
racial spirit. Nowhere was there any clear evidence that the Nazis had 
succeeded in their ambition of sweeping away alternative sources of moral 
and cultural identity amongst the great mass of Germans and replacing it with 
unqualified enthusiasm for their own world-view. Yet allegiance to a political 
system, even one as extreme as that of the Third Reich, never depends wholly 
on ideological identification. In conventional politics at least, material factors 
are even more important. The Nazis came to power in the midst of, and in 
large measure also as a consequence of, the most calamitous economic 
depression of modern times. If they could manage to pull Germany out of the 
morass of mass unemployment and economic despair into which it had fallen 
at the end of the 1920s, that alone might be enough to secure people’s assent 
to the Third Reich even when they remained indifferent to its more ambitious 
religious, cultural and educational purposes. 


4 


PROSPERITY AND PLUNDER 


‘THE BATTLE FOR WORK’ 


I 


On 27 June 1933 Hitler’s government issued a law authorizing the building of 
a new type of road, the motorway (Autobahn). The dual-carriageway roads 
would link Germany’s major cities with one another, establishing a 
communications network that would allow citizens and freight to be 
transported with unprecedented speed and directness across the land. The idea 
originally came from Italy, where a prototype had been built as early as 1924. 
A private enterprise scheme had already been proposed to link Hamburg, 
Frankfurt and Basel and planned in some detail from 1926 onwards, but in the 
circumstances of the Depression it had come to nothing. Almost as soon as he 
was appointed Reich Chancellor, Hitler took it up again. Speaking at the 
Berlin International Motor Show on 11 February 1933, Hitler declared that 
the state of the nation’s highways would in future be the chief yardstick by 
which its prosperity would be measured. An enthusiastic devotee of the 
automobile, he had travelled the length and breadth of the land by car during 
the election campaigns of the previous years, and regarded driving - or at least 
being driven - as an aesthetic experience far superior to that provided by 
flying or travelling by train. Thus the new motorways were going to be built 
along scenic routes, with lay-bys for travellers where they could get out of 
their vehicles, stretch their legs and admire the German countryside. For Fritz 
Todt, the man whom Hitler appointed on 30 June 1933 to oversee the building 
of the motorways, they even fulfilled a racial purpose, linking the motor- 
borne German soul to the authentic woods, mountains and fields of its native 
land, and expressing the Nordic race’s delight in the adventure, speed and 


excitement provided by modern technology.4 

It was Todt who had been largely responsible for persuading Hitler to adopt 
the idea. A civil engineer by training and background, he had worked on tar 
and asphalt roads for the Munich firm of Sager and Woerner and had been a 
member of the Nazi Party since the beginning of 1923. Born in the Swabian 
town of Pforzheim in 1891, he had received a technical education and served 
in the air force during the First World War. His commitment to the Party was 
in the first place the product of his personal admiration for Hitler. After the 
failure of the Munich putsch, Todt avoided active political engagement and 
concentrated instead on his career, but by 1932 he had become a member of 
the stormtrooper reserve, and at this point he assumed the leadership of the 


engineers’ division of the Party’s Fighting League of German Architects and 
Engineers, founded the previous year. Like other professionally qualified men 
in the Party, he saw it as a decisive, energetic, modern movement that would 
do away with the dithering of the Weimar Republic and impel Germany into a 
new future based on the centralized application of science and technology to 
society, culture and the economy in the interests of the German race. Within 
the Party, he tried to counter the hostility of economic thinkers like Gottfried 
Feder to mechanization and rationalization, which they considered to be 
destroying jobs, by proposing ambitious new construction schemes such as 
the motorways, on which he submitted a report to the Party leadership in 
December 1932. By this time he had gained important backing for his ideas 
through his appointment as chief technological adviser in the office of Hitler’s 
deputy, Rudolf Hess. When Hitler announced the initiation of the motorway 
construction programme, it was largely Todt’s ideas that he proposed to put 


into action.2 


On 23 September 1933, Hitler turned the first sod on the long-planned 
Hamburg-to-Basel motorways; by May 1935 the first stretch, from Frankfurt 
to Darmstadt, was open; 3,500 kilometres were completed by the summer of 
1938. The motorways were perhaps the most durable of the propaganda 
exercises mounted by the Third Reich; they survive to the present day. Hitler 
took a close personal interest in the routes the motorways followed, 
intervening on occasion to redirect them when he thought they were not going 
by the most picturesque route. He also insisted on personally approving the 
design of bridges and service stations. Many of these were bold examples of 
modernism, and Hitler gave the task of designing them to architects rather 
than to engineers; the former head of the Bauhaus, Mies van der Rohe, even 
submitted plans for two of the service stations. The modernity of the 
motorways, the vast, simple bridges striding across rivers and gorges, the 
elegant dual carriageways cutting through hills and sweeping across the 
plains, made them one of the Third Reich’s most striking creations. Todt 
instructed the planners to merge embankments and cuttings into the 
landscape, to use native varieties of plants for the verges, and to construct the 
roads so that the landscape was clearly visible to all drivers and their 


passengers.2 But in fact they signified not the German soul’s merging with 


the landscape, but technology’s mastery over it, an impression strengthened in 
the propaganda that celebrated them as the modern age’s equivalent of the 
pyramids of Ancient Egypt, outdoing the Gothic cathedrals of the Middle 
Ages or the Great Wall of China in the grandiosity of their conception. ‘Clear 
the forest’, declared the bold slogan on Carl Theodor Protzen’s illustration of 


a motorway bridge, ‘ - blow up the rock - cross the valley - overcome distance 
- drive a path through German land.’4 


ITHUANIAS 


- 
A N D 


\ 
HUNG A® 


ae 0 a | 
A 
ay 
er of the Germar 


Motorw 
Motorway under construction 


Te ae 
€ 


DANZIG 


FREE 


ee % 
“ = 5 
2 = ve e 
2“ < # 
| = er E 
4 oy 3 
th ot e w-}\ ¥ J 
Z s er SS . 
> = e 
< s 
ng a 
=o * 
Z £ © 
= = . 2 
“ . 4 x g 
se x 2 
4 4 
. S 


E 
) )Hambarg 6 


3 
=< 
Fs 

5 

AV 


aS 
LUXEM® 
FRA‘NCE 


Map 9. The Motorway Network 

There were other respects in which Todt’s plans failed to work out as he had 
predicted. Only 500 kilometres in addition to the 3,500 kilometres completed 
by 1938 were finished by 1945, since building resources were soon diverted 
to construction programmes more directly related to the war; the Reich 
Defence Ministry even vetoed strategically unimportant routes and insisted on 
priority being given to military roads in sensitive areas like East Prussia. As a 
result of such interventions and further postwar delays, the motorway linking 


Hamburg to Basel was not actually completed until 1962.2 Moreover, few 
people had the means to enjoy them before 1939, since Germany was one of 
the least motorized societies in Europe. In 1935, only 1.6 per cent of the 
population in Germany owned motor vehicles, compared to 4.9 per cent in 
France, 4.5 per cent in Britain, and 4.2 per cent in Denmark. Even Ireland had 
a higher proportion of vehicle-owners, at 1.8 per cent. All of these figures 
were dwarfed by vehicle ownership in the USA, which stood at 20.5 per cent, 


or one in five of the population.2 


In his speech at the Berlin motor show, Hitler announced not only the 
inauguration of the motorway building programme but also the promotion of 


motor sports and the reduction of the tax burden on car ownership.Z The 
result was a 40 per cent increase in the number of workers in the motor 
vehicle industry from March to June 1933 alone. Motor car production 
doubled from 1932 to 1933 and again by 1935. Well over a quarter of a 
million cars were now being produced every year, and prices were much 
lower than they had been at the end of the 1920s. Foreign car sales in 
Germany had fallen from 40 per cent of all car sales in 1928 to below 10 per 


cent six years later.2 The number of passenger cars on the roads increased 


from just over half a million in 1932 to just under a million in 1936.2 Even 
Victor Klemperer bought himself a car at the beginning of 1936 despite his 
growing financial worries, though he soon came close to regretting his 
decision: “The car’, he wrote on 12 April 1936, ‘gobbles up my heart, nerves, 
time, money. It’s not so much my wretched driving and the occasional 
agitation it causes,’ he added, ‘not even the difficulty of driving in and out, 


it’s that the vehicle is never right, something’s always going wrong, 12 

Even he, however, had to admit that the new motorways were 
‘magnificent’. Driving down one on 4 October 1936, he noted with 
enthusiasm that he and his wife enjoyed a ‘glorious view’ and he even ‘dared 


a speed of 80 km an hour a few times’ 11 Despite the spread of car ownership, 


however, the motorization of German society had still not got very far by 
1939, and to describe it as the powerhouse behind Germany’s economic 


recovery in these years is a considerable exaggeration 12 By 1938, to be sure, 
Germany’s vehicle production was growing faster than that of any other 
European country, but there was still only one motor vehicle there per forty- 
four inhabitants, compared with one for every nineteen in Britain and 


France.t3 The vast majority of personal travel and the movement of bulk 


goods was still accounted for by Germany’s railway system, Germany’s 


largest employer at this time, which was brought under centralized 
administration and provided with enough additional funds to produce a 50 per 
cent increase in the (very small) stock of electrically powered locomotives 
and a quadrupling of the number of small shunting engines between 1932 and 


1938.14 However, in general the railways suffered from chronic under- 
investment during this period. The railway management, jealous of its leading 
position in goods traffic, succeeded in delaying the removal of taxes on 
commercial vehicle sales until January 1935, though as soon as this happened, 
production of commercial vehicles increased much faster than that of 


passenger cars - 263 per cent in 1934-5 as compared to 74 per cent for cars.12 


None the less, even after this, the motor-car embodied an important part of 
Hitler’s technological vision of Germany’s future, which encompassed car 
ownership on an almost universal scale. Already in the 1920s he had come 
across an article on the ‘motorization of Germany’ as he whiled away his 
leisure time in Landsberg prison, and by the early 1930s he was drawing 
rough sketches of a small family vehicle that would sell for less than a 
thousand Reichsmarks and so be within reach of the vast majority of the 
population. Meeting with scepticism from the mainstream motor industry, 
Hitler secured the collaboration of the racing-car engineer Ferdinand Porsche, 
whose prototype design was ready by the end of 1937. At Hitler’s personal 
insistence, the car’s production was funded by the German Labour Front, the 
Nazi Party’s successor to the trade unions, which built a vast new factory to 
produce the car. In this way, the dominance of the American-owned Opel and 
Ford works over the small-car market in Germany would finally be broken. 
Dubbing the vehicle the ‘People’s Car’ or ‘Strength Through Joy car’, Hitler 
envisaged up to a million models a year rolling off the production line, and a 
huge advertising campaign was launched to persuade workers to put aside 


part of their wages to save up for one, with the slogan ‘a car for everyone’1& 
The campaign met with a good deal of success. In April 1939 a Social 
Democratic agent in Rhineland-Westphalia reported: 


For a large number of Germans, the announcement of the People’s Car 
is a great and happy surprise. A real Strength-Through-Joy car- 
psychosis developed. For a long time the car was a main topic of 
conversation in all sections of the population in Germany. All other 
pressing problems, whether of domestic or foreign policy, were pushed 
into the background for a while. The grey German everyday sank 
beneath notice under the impression of this music of the future. 
Wherever the test models of the new Strength-Through-Joy construction 
are seen in Germany, crowds gather around them. The politician who 


promises a car for everyone is the man of the masses if the masses 
believe his promises. And as far as the Strength-Through-Joy car is 


concemed, the German people do believe in Hitler’s promises.12 


Hitler proudly presented one of the first models in person to the 
International Motor Show in Berlin on 17 February 1939, and gave 
another one to his partner Eva Braun for her birthday. Although no 
production models came off the assembly-line during the Third Reich, 
the car stood the test of time: renamed the Volkswagen, or People’s Car, 
after the war, and popularly known as the ‘beetle’ from the rounded 
shape Hitler gave it in his original design, it became one of the world’s 
most popular passenger vehicles in the second half of the twentieth 


century.28 


II 


Creating a motorized society was not just a grand technological vision for the 
future. It was also intended to produce more immediate benefits. Fritz Todt 
calculated that building the motorways would provide employment for 
600,000 men, not just on the roads themselves but also in all the industries 
that supplied the basic materials for their construction. By June 1935 there 
were some 125,000 men working on motorway construction alone, so the 


programme did indeed create jobs, though fewer than many supposed.12 The 
Nazis had gained their stunning electoral successes of the early 1930s not 
least on the strength of their promise to pull Germany out of the catastrophic 
economic depression into which it had fallen. Six million people were 
registered as unemployed in January 1933, and three million more had 
disappeared from the employment statistics altogether, many of them women. 
Twenty million Germans had been in work in mid-1929; by January 1933 the 
number had fallen to 11.5 million. Many more were in short-time work, or 
had been forced to accept cuts in their hours, their wages or their salaries. 
Mass unemployment had robbed the labour movement of its principal 
bargaining lever, the strike, and made things easier for the new regime to 
destroy it in the first few months of 1933. Nevertheless, getting Germany 
back to work was the most immediate priority announced by the coalition 
government that took office under Hitler’s Chancellorship on 30 January 


1933.29 Already on 1 February 1933 Hitler declared in his first-ever radio 
broadcast that the ‘salvation of the German worker in an enormous and all- 


embracing attack on unemployment’ was a key aim of his new government. 
‘Within four years’, he declared, ‘unemployment must be finally 


overcome. ’24 

Hitler’s government was able to use work-creation schemes already set in 
motion by its predecessors. Germany’s effective departure from the Gold 
Standard in the summer of 1931 had allowed the state to pump money into the 
economy to try and revive it. Under pressure from the trade unions, General 
Kurt von Schleicher’s short-lived government in particular had made a 
significant beginning of this process late in 1932, building on plans already 
drafted under his predecessors Franz von Papen and Heinrich Briining. While 
Papen had made 300 million Reichsmarks available in tax vouchers for road- 
building, agricultural improvement and housebuilding, Schleicher put 500 
million directly into the economy for such purposes; this was increased to 600 
million by the Nazis in the summer of 1933. This programme only started 
coming into effect on 28 January 1933, enabling the Nazis to take the credit 
for it. The plans were in large measure the brainchild of Ginter Gereke, an 
economist who had become Reich Commissioner for Work Creation on 15 
December 1932 and continued in this position in 1933. By 27 April 1933 the 
Labour Minister Franz Seldte was able to announce that the number of jobless 
had fallen by over half a million. Some of this was doubtless the result of 
seasonal factors as employment picked up after the winter slump. The 
beginnings of economic recovery that had already made themselves 
noticeable in the last months of 1932 also played a role. Hitler’s government 


was lucky in its timing.22 

Nevertheless, the Nazi Party was not entirely without its own ideas in this 
field. The Party Programme of 1920 had presented leftish-sounding ideas for 
economic reform, including widespread state takeovers of private firms, so 
that when gaining power had begun to seem a real possibility ten years later, 
Hitler and the leadership had been forced to work hard to convince 
industrialists and financiers that they had grown up a good deal in the 
meantime. In 1930 the Party’s chief administrator Gregor Strasser had set up 
an Economic Policy Division which cultivated close contacts with business 
and devoted itself to working out job-creation schemes for the future. By July 
1932 the Nazis were making great play in their electioneering with a proposal 
to use state credits for public works as a means of reducing unemployment, 
through schemes such as draining marshes, building canals, bringing 
moorland under cultivation and the like. Germany, they declared, needed to 
pull itself up out of the Depression by its own boot-straps; it could no longer 


afford to wait for international trade to recover.22 


Seldte presented further, more ambitious proposals based on a new issue of 
treasury bonds for labour-intensive public works projects. These were 
accepted by the cabinet, and on 1 June 1933, the government promulgated the 
first Law on the Reduction of Unemployment, which made an additional 
1,000 million Reichsmarks available for public works in the so-called ‘First 
Reinhardt Programme’, named after the State Secretary in the Reich Finance 
Ministry, Fritz Reinhardt. A second Law on the Reduction of Unemployment, 
also known as the ‘Second Reinhardt Programme’, issued on 21 September 
1933, made 500 million Reichsmarks in credits available for private 
businesses, particularly in the construction industry, to take on new projects 


and employ new workers.24 Taking these schemes all together and adding 
other, minor interventions to them, it has been calculated that the government 
had placed more than 5,000 million Reichsmarks at the disposal of job- 
creation schemes by the end of 1933, of which some 3,500 million were spent 
by early 1936. In this way, it hugely expanded the modest dimensions of the 
programme it had taken over from the Schleicher government at the 


beginning of the year.22 In addition, the regime developed a scheme for 


subsidizing house purchases, conversions and repairs started under the Papen 
government in September 1932 to stimulate the construction industry. Finally, 
it steered substantial funds towards areas of special deprivation, above all 
mainly agrarian provinces; at the back of its mind was also the thought that 
when war broke out, the more industries that were relocated out of the big 
cities, the less damage would be done to industrial production by enemy 


bombing.2© 

The new regime also acted quickly to take people out of the labour market 
as well, thereby reducing the number of economically active persons against 
whom the proportion of unemployed were measured. The most notable 
scheme in this area was the issuing of marriage loans, begun as part of the 
Law on the Reduction of Unemployment issued on 1 June 1933 and backed 
up by subsequent regulations. Young couples intending to get married could 
apply in advance for an interest-free loan of up to 1,000 Reichsmarks 
provided that the prospective wife had been in employment for at least six 
months in the two years up to the promulgation of the law. Crucially, she had 
to give up her job by the time of the wedding and undertake not to enter the 
labour market again until the loan was paid off, unless her husband lost his 
job in the meantime. That this was not a short-term measure was indicated by 
the terms of repayment, which amounted to 1 per cent of the capital per 
month, so that the maximum period of the loan could be as much as eight and 
a half years. In practice, few loans were made at the maximum rate - the 


average was 600 Reichsmarks, amounting to roughly a third of the average 
annual earnings of an industrial worker. However, the loans were made more 
attractive, and given an additional slant, by a supplementary decree issued on 
20 June 1933 reducing the amount to be repaid by a quarter for each child 
born to the couple in question. With four children, therefore, couples would 
not have to repay anything. Of course, the loans were only made to couples 
recognized as Aryan, so that like so much else in the Third Reich they became 
an instrument of racial policy in addition to their primary functions. Not only 
did all applicants have to undergo a medical examination to prove their 
fitness, as laid down in a supplementary decree on 26 July 1933, but they 
were likely to be turned down if they had any hereditary diseases, or were 
asocial, or vagrants, or alcoholics, or connected with oppositional movements 
like the Communist Party. Moreover, to stimulate production and ensure that 
the money was well spent, the loans were issued not in cash but in the form of 


vouchers for furniture and household equipment.2Z 

The idea of reducing unemployment amongst men by taking women out of 
the labour market was not new in 1933. Indeed as part of government 
retrenchment measures in the stabilization of 1924 and the crisis of 1930-32, 
so-called double earners, that is, married women who augmented their 
husband’s income by engaging in waged or salaried labour themselves, had 
been fired from the civil service, and were also under pressure in the private 


sector.22 All political parties in the Weimar Republic, despite the advent of 


female suffrage, agreed that a woman’s place was primarily with her family, 


at home.22 The Nazis were only saying what others were saying, but more 


loudly, more insistently, and more brutally. Here, as in so many other areas, 
Hitler gave the lead. The idea of women’s emancipation, he told a meeting of 
National Socialist women on 8 September 1934, was the invention of ‘Jewish 
intellectuals’ and un-German in its essence. In Germany, he proclaimed, the 
man’s world was the state, the woman’s ‘her husband, her family, her 
children, and her home’. He went on: 


We do not consider it correct for the woman to interfere in the world of 
the man, in his main sphere. We consider it natural if these two worlds 
remain distinct. To the one belongs the strength of feeling, the strength 
of the soul. To the other belongs the strength of vision, of toughness, of 


decision, and of the willingness to act.20 


Goebbels had already put it in more homely terms in 1929: ‘The mission 
of the woman is to be beautiful and to bring children into the world... 


The female bird pretties herself for her mate and hatches the eggs for 
him. In exchange, the mate takes care of gathering the food, and stands 


guard and wards off the enemy, ’24 This demonstrated among other 
things Goebbels’s extreme ignorance of ornithology: there are of course 
many species, such as peacocks or birds of paradise, where it is the male 
who is the gaudy one, and others, like the emperor penguin, where it is 
the male who keeps watch over the eggs. It was also characteristic of 
Goebbels that he should lay some emphasis on women’s duty to be 
beautiful, something that never seems to have concerned Hitler very 
much. However, the point was clear, and the analogy from the natural 
world telling. “The German resurrection’, as a primer of Nazi ideology 


put it in 1933, ‘is a male event.’ Women’s place was in the home.22 


The marriage loans scheme and the declaration of war on women working 
outside the home were thus central to Nazi ideology as well as useful for the 
reduction of unemployment figures. And as soon as the scheme was launched, 
Nazi propagandists greeted it as an outstanding success. In the first full year 
of the scheme, 1934, nearly a quarter of a million loans were issued. The 
number fell to just over 150,000 in 1935, but increased to over 170,000 in 
1936, by which time about a third of all newly contracted marriages were 


assisted by a state loan.22 These were impressive figures. Yet the effects of 
the measure on unemployment were less than the Nazis claimed. For women 
on the whole were not competing with men for the same jobs, so that taking a 
woman out of the labour market would seldom in practice mean freeing up a 
job for a man. The gender balance in the economy was shifting during the 
1920s and 1930s. Still, the same basic pattern of gender differences remained 
as in the late nineteenth century. Less than a quarter of those classed as 
workers were female. Within this category they were concentrated above all 
in textiles, clothing and food and drink. Most domestic servants were also 
women, as were the greater proportion of ‘family assistants’. By contrast, 
there were very few women in the major industrial employment sectors. The 
main difference the marriage loans made, therefore, was to overall 
employment statistics; they did not in reality create space for unemployed 
men to get back to work, for no unemployed steelworker or construction 
labourer was likely to take up household cleaning or weaving, no matter how 
desperate his situation might be. Moreover, the take-up of the marriage loans 
has to be viewed in the context of the economic recovery that began 
tentatively in the second half of 1932 and gathered pace thereafter. During the 
Depression, previously unregistered women had come onto the labour market 
as their fathers or partners had lost their jobs, and as men began to find work 


again, above all in the heavy industrial sector that was so crucial to 
rearmament, so these women gave up their jobs, glad to be rid of the double 
burden of housekeeping and childcare on the one hand and working outside 
the home on the other. Many had delayed getting married and having children 
because of the economic crisis. The very high take-up of loans in the first year 
suggests that a large proportion of those who received them belonged in this 
category. Their decisions were taken largely independently of government 


incentives, therefore.24 


None the less, the Nazis soon began loudly to proclaim that with measures 
such as these, they had drastically reduced the catastrophic unemployment 
levels that had devastated the German economy and society since the end of 
the 1920s. By 1934 the official statistics showed that unemployment had 
fallen to less than half the levels of two years before; by 1935 it stood at no 
more than 2.2 million, and by 1937 it had dropped below the million mark. 
Hitler’s boast that he would solve the unemployment problem within four 
years of taking office seemed to have been triumphantly justified. Incessant 
Nazi propaganda boasting that the ‘battle for work’ was being won gained 
widespread credence. It helped win over many doubters and sceptics to the 
government’s side from May 1933 onwards, and pumped new euphoria into 
the Third Reich’s supporters. Belief that Hitler really was reconstructing the 
German economy was a major factor in underpinning popular acceptance of 


his regime in its early months.22 Was this, then, ‘Hitler’s economic miracle’, 
as some have suggested, involving the conquest of unemployment, a 
Keynesian kick-starting of the economy by a bold policy of deficit spending, 
a huge increase in investment, and a general recovery of prosperity and the 
standard of living from the depths to which they had sunk in the Depression? 
Did this sow the seeds from which, after the destruction of the war, the West 


German economic miracle of the 1950s sprang?20 

To some extent, of course, worldwide economic recovery was already under 
way, though slowly; in Germany it was helped by rapidly growing business 
confidence as a result of the political stability that the Third Reich seemed to 
guarantee, in contrast to its immediate predecessors, and in consequence of 
the suppression of the labour movement, which gave employers the feeling 
they had far more room for manoeuvre than before. Moreover, while the 
unemployment problem of the Depression years from 1929 to 1931 had been 
made worse by the fact that the large birth-cohorts of the years immediately 
before the First World War were flooding onto the labour market after leaving 
school, the situation was reversed from 1932 onwards, as the small birth- 
cohorts of the war years entered adulthood. Indeed, over two million births 


expected according to observable statistical trends did not take place in 1914- 
18, while the death-rate amongst children in the war years, strongly affected 
by food shortages during the war, was 40 per cent above normal. So the 
labour market benefited from the consequent fall in people’s overall demand 


for jobs as well,22 

The impression that the Nazis were extremely lucky in coming to power 
when the economy was already starting to recover is strengthened when it is 
realized that some of their much-trumpeted measures did little more than 
restore the status quo of the pre-Depression years. In housing, for instance, 
the numbers of newly built or converted dwellings looked impressive at 
310,490 in 1936; but this was still below the figure of 317,682 which had 
been achieved by the despised Weimar Republic in 1929. The government 
had in fact cut public subsidies for housebuilding back from a billion 
Reichsmarks in 1928 to almost nothing by 1934 and concentrated its 
resources on subsidizing repairs. Beyond this, too, the figures of additional 
workers in the construction industry were mostly derived from employment, 
much of it compulsory, on large earth-moving projects that had no connection 


with housing at all.28 The regime was indeed far from averse to cooking the 
books. Not only men drafted into labour service but also previously 
unregistered family and other effectively unpaid farm helpers, most of whom 
were women, were now counted as employed. None of these people could be 
considered as active participants in the labour market; none of them received 
a regular wage with which they could support themselves, let alone support a 
family. On this reckoning there were at least one and a half million ‘invisible 
unemployed’ in Germany at this time, and the total number of unemployed, 
which Nazi statisticians put at just over two million, was in fact much nearer 


four.22 As late as January 1935, a contemporary observer reckoned that there 


were still over four million unemployed people in Germany.22 There were 


subtler methods of statistical manipulation too. Occasional workers were now 
counted as permanently employed. Between January 1933 and December 
1934 the number of long-term unemployed dependent on welfare fell by over 
60 per cent in cities with more than half a million inhabitants, an impressive 
achievement, at least on paper. Yet this was not least because the figures of 
‘welfare unemployed’ were now drawn from those registered with labour 
exchanges for job applications rather than, as previously, those who had 
signed on at welfare offices for receipt of benefits. In Hamburg, for example, 
the labour exchange counted 54,000 welfare unemployed at the end of March, 


1934, in contrast to the welfare office’s figure of close on 60,000.44 
In addition, new regulations were introduced cutting working hours in some 


branches of trade and industry, making it necessary to employ more workers 
but cutting the wages of those already in employment quite substantially. 
Labour exchanges were usually able only to provide short-term employment; 
permanent jobs were still in short supply. Young men and some women too 
came under massive pressure to enrol in the so-called Voluntary Labour 
Service or to be drafted into agricultural work, where the peasants often 
resented their lack of experience and regarded them as simply more mouths to 
feed. Deprivation of welfare payments, forced labour or even imprisonment 
threatened those who resisted. In some areas all unemployed young men 
between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five were rounded up and given the 
choice of serving on the land or losing all benefits forthwith. Yet the payment 
for such work was so poor that in many instances it actually fell below 
welfare benefit levels, and if workers had to live away from home on these 
schemes they still needed benefits to meet the additional expenditure this 


involved.42 Even on the prestigious motorway projects, working conditions 
were so poor, food rations so low and hours so long that there were frequent 
protests, all the way to the burning down of the workers’ barracks. Many of 
those drafted onto the projects, such as hairdressers, white-collar workers or 
travelling salesman, were wholly unsuited to hard physical labour. Accidents 
were frequent, and repeated, acts of protest on one construction site led to the 
arrest of thirty-two out of the 700 workers in the space of a few months; the 
most vociferous complainers were sent to Dachau for ‘re-education’ and to 


intimidate the others into silent acquiescence.43 Such measures also helped, 


along with strict labour controls and the abolition of the unions, to keep net 


real wages down.44 


The so-called Voluntary Labour Service was not in fact a creation of the 
Nazis; it had already been in existence before the seizure of power, with 
285,000 men enrolled already in 1932. By 1935 the number had increased to 
422,000, but many of these were city-dwellers employed as short-term 
agricultural labourers for jobs, such as bringing in the harvest, which would 
otherwise have been carried out by rural workers anyway. So while these 
schemes led to a reduction of the numbers of the unemployed that figured in 
the official statistics, they did not bring about a general increase in the 
purchasing power of the population. Informed observers pointed out that the 
recovery had not affected consumer goods, where production in May 1935 
was still 15 per cent below the level of seven years previously. Retail trade 
actually declined in quantity between 1933 and 1934, as wages continued to 
be pegged down while prices of food and clothing rose. The classical 
Keynesian theory of job creation, adopted at least in theory by the Papen 


government, envisaged a kick-start to the economy as state loans and job- 
creation schemes put money into workers’ pockets and fuelled consumer 
demand, thus stimulating production, leading to more employment, and so on, 
until the process of recovery became self-sustaining. Two and a half years 


after Hitler had come to power, there was still little sign of this happening, 42 


Ill 


In fact, the Nazi job-creation programme was about something quite different 
than starting a general economic recovery. Its real aims were explained by 
Hitler to the Ministers on 8 February 1933: 


The next 5 years in Germany must be devoted to the rearmament of the 
German people. Every publicly supported job creation scheme must be 
judged by the criterion of whether it is necessary from the point of view 
of the rearmament of the German people. This principle must always 
and everywhere stand in the foreground . . . Germany’s position in the 
world will be decisively conditioned by the position of Germany’s 
armed forces. Upon this, the position of Germany’s economy in the 


world also depends.4& 


The motorways, he added, were also to be built ‘on strategic principles.’42 


When Hitler presented the motorway construction plan to industrialists on 29 
May 1933 he even suggested that the motorways should be roofed over with 
reinforced concrete to protect them against enemy attacks from the air while 
tanks and armoured troop-carriers rumbled along beneath them on their way 
to the front. In the end, the routes they followed were too far from any 
possible front lines in a war, and the road surface was too thin to carry tanks 
and heavy military equipment. Their gleaming white surfaces were to provide 
enemy aircraft with such an easy means of orientation that they had to be 
covered in camouflage paint during the war. Still, for all the importance given 
to their ideological, aesthetic and propaganda functions, the intention behind 
them, not only in Hitler’s mind but also in the mind of their architect, Fritz 


Todt, was primarily strategic.48 Hitler called attention to what he believed 


was the vital, if indirect importance of the motor industry for Germany’s 
military future. ‘Automobiles and airplanes have a common basis in the motor 
industry,’ he declared: ‘Without the development of, for instance, the diesel 
engine for motor traffic, it would have been practically impossible to lay the 


necessary groundwork for its utilization in aviation.’42 The build-up of 
automobile production would allow factories to be converted to military 


production at short notice, while the profits from motor manufacture could be 


used to finance the development of aero engines by the same companies.22 


The ‘motorization of Germany’ turned out to be another false Nazi vision, 
as the diversion of resources to military production from the mid-1930s put a 
brake on the manufacture of cars, which began to level off and was in no way 
keeping pace with demand by 1938. The scheme by which workers, under the 
influence of a massive advertising campaign, parted with a portion of their 
wages each week to put towards buying a ‘Strength Through Joy car’ turned 
out to be no more than a means of getting them to put in more overtime so 
that they could contribute to the financing of rearmament. By the end of 1939, 
270,000 people had lent 110 million Reichsmarks to the state in this way. In 
the end, no fewer than 340,000 people invested their money in the scheme. 
Not one of them ever got a Volkswagen in return. The factory was converted 


to war production in September 1939.2! The army itself considered that the 
expansion of motor vehicle manufacture was an essential precondition for the 
later rapid motorization of the armed forces. More generally, basic industries 
like iron and steel, manufacturing and engineering were to be given priority 
over the consumer goods industries because they would provide the basic 
infrastructure for rearmament. And getting Germans, especially German men, 
back to work would toughen them up and turn them from unemployed 
layabouts into potential fighters: hence it was more important to discipline 
them than to pay them well. From Hitler’s point of view, the camps and 
barracks in which young men toiled for wages below the benefit level in 
voluntary labour schemes that in reality were not voluntary at all were 
important not least because they trained them for the privations of a future 


Wd. 22 


More immediately, Hitler also wanted to get arms production under way 
again after the many years in which it had effectively been banned by the 
limitations imposed on Germany’s armed forces by the Peace Settlement of 
1919. Addressing leading figures from the armed forces, the SA and the SS on 
28 February 1934, Hitler said that it would be necessary in about eight years’ 
time to create ‘living-space for the surplus population’ in the East, because the 
economic recovery would by then have run out of steam. Since the ‘Western 
Powers would not let us do this . . . short, decisive blows to the West and then 
to the East could be necessary’. Rearmament thus had to be complete by 


1942.23 There was a long way to go. In 1933 Germany was more or less 
without an air force, without capital ships, without tanks, without most basic 
items of military equipment, and restricted to an army of no more than 
100,000 men. Already in early February 1933 Hitler set a programme of 


rearmament in motion, where possible disguised as job creation (the 
revamped Schleicher programme, he said on 9 February, ‘facilitates in the 
first place the disguising of work for the improvement of national defence. 


Particular stress must be laid on this concealment in the immediate future’).24 
The army itself asked for 50 million Reichsmarks from the Schleicher 
programme to fund the initial phase of expansion, along lines it had already 
drafted in 1932, while the commissioner for aviation asked for just over 43 
million. These sums were far too modest for Hitler, who thought that 
rearmament would require ‘billions’ of marks and had to be done as quickly 
as possible in order to get over the difficult period when Germany’s enemies 
began to realize what was going on before it had reached a stage where any 
serious German resistance to, say, a Polish invasion was possible. The 
military eventually convinced Hitler that more was not possible in the initial 
stage of rearmament. He ordered that priority in the allocation of resources 
from the economic recovery programme was to be given to the military, and 
he gave the armed forces control over their own rearmament budget in April 


1933.22 

The army drew up a register of 2,800 firms to which arms orders could be 
sent; in 1934 these accounted for over half of all iron and steel, engineering 
and motor vehicle production. The effects of the Depression included a 
massive under-utilization of productive capacity, so initial arms orders were 
in many cases just taking up the slack, and did not require major new 
investment. Investment in German industry in 1932 had been less than 17 per 
cent of its 1928 level, but it now began to increase, reaching just over 21 per 
cent in 1933, 40 per cent in 1934 and 63 per cent in 1935. Work began almost 
immediately in preparation for the creation of a German air force. In March 
1934 a production schedule was drawn up aiming at 17,000 aircraft by 1939; 
many of these were disguised as passenger planes though intended for 
conversion to bombers when the time was ripe. Fifty-eight per cent of them 
were listed, somewhat implausibly, as ‘trainers’. By 1935 there were 72,000 
workers employed in aircraft construction, compared to fewer than 4,000 at 
the beginning of 1933. Similarly, Krupps embarked on the large-scale 
production of what were coyly described as ‘agricultural tractors’ in July 
1933; in reality they were tanks. In 1934, the Auto Union company launched 
another military vehicle production department, disguised in its accounts 
under the vague name of ‘Central Office’. In November 1933 the navy 
ordered over 41 million Reichsmarks’ worth of military equipment and 
another 70 million Reichsmarks’ worth of ships. Major firms such as Borsig, 
in Berlin, and the Bochumer Association, in Hanover, started up production of 


rifles and guns. All this had an immediate effect on employment. Already in 
January 1933 the Mauser rifle factory increased its workforce from 800 to 
1,300; in the first four months of 1933, the Rhine Metal Company, which 
made howitzers and machine guns, took on 500 new workers too. Similar 
developments could be observed in hundreds of companies across Germany. 
All this feverish activity inevitably had a knock-on effect on industry more 
broadly, as iron and steel, engineering, coal and mining companies stepped up 
production and hired additional labour to cope with the new and rapidly rising 
demand from the arms and arms-related sector. By the end of 1934, the 
government, noting the reduction of unemployment figures to less than half 
the level at which they had been when it had taken office, suspended specific 
job-creation programmes. From now on, it did not need to rely on such 


measures to absorb the remaining German unemployed.2& 
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Map 10. The Fall in Unemployment, 1930-38 

The final step in the reduction of the unemployment figures was taken by 
the introduction of compulsory military service in May 1935. Already in 
October 1933, Hitler had asked the British Ambassador if his government 
would agree to a trebling of the size of the German army to 300,000; and the 
army itself soon took advantage of an international agreement signed on 11 
December 1932 that proposed to replace the disarmament clauses of the 
Treaty of Versailles by a convention that gave Germany equal rights within a 
new system of international security. Massive recruitment drives in the course 
of 1934, initially launched to replace the drafting of thousands of troops into 
the newly formed German air force, resulted in an increase of the army’s 
strength to 240,000 by 1 October. But this was not enough. Hitler had already 


promised the army on 3 February 1933 that he would reintroduce 
conscription. Taking a proposed increase in the length of French military 
service aS a pretext, Hitler made the formal announcement to the Reich 
Defence Council on 15 March, taking many of the officers present by 
surprise. From now on, all able-bodied, non-Jewish German men would have 
to serve for one year in the armed forces - extended to two in August 1936 - 
once they reached the age of eighteen and served the required six months in 
the Reich Labour Service. By 12 June 1936, the General Staff was estimating 
that the total personnel strength of the army stood at just over 793,000 men, 
including reservists and non-combatants; by the eve of the war, there were 
nearly three-quarters of a million men on active army service, and more than 
a million in the reserve. In the spring of 1935, too, the German government 
formally announced the existence of an air force (Luftwaffe), which by this 
time had 28,000 officers and men serving in it; by August 1939 this number 


had grown to 383,000.22 Naval rearmament began more slowly, initially 
based on plans drawn up in November 1932, but here as well, expansion 
eventually reached a headlong pace. There were 17,000 naval officers and 
seamen in service in 1933, an increase of only 2,000 on the previous year, but 
by the beginning of the war in 1939 the number had grown to almost 


79,000.28 Taken together, these increases soaked up any remaining 
unemployment amongst the young. After 1936, Hitler and the leading Nazis 
did not trouble to mention the ‘battle for work’ again; the fact that it had been 
won had long since been accepted by the overwhelming majority of the 


German people.22 


IV 


Germany’s government was in a parlous financial state when Hitler became 
Reich Chancellor in January 1933. More than three years of the most 
catastrophic economic depression in German history had forced his 
predecessors to cut back sharply on state expenditure. Bankruptcies, business 
failures and mass unemployment had led to a huge drop in the gross domestic 
product and a precipitate fall in tax revenues. This situation did not change 
overnight. In 1938, for example, state expenditure took up 35 per cent of 
national income. The 17,700 million Reichsmarks that came into the state’s 
coffers from taxation was only sufficient to cover little over half the money 
that the state actually spent - 30,000 million Reichsmarks in all. How did the 
regime manage to pay for its massive programme of rearmament and job 
creation? It could only pay for it by what it called ‘creative credit production.’ 


Such a policy was anathema to traditional economic managers in view of the 
danger of inflation that such a policy threatened to bring. Nobody wanted a 
repeat of the uncontrollable hyperinflation of 1923. The President of the 
Reichsbank, Hans Luther, was unsympathetic to the regime’s aim of deficit- 
financed rearmament. A high priest of monetary orthodoxy, he also had a 
political past, as a former Reich Chancellor. His concern to maintain the 
neutrality of the internationally guaranteed Reichsbank led him to protest to 
Hitler in person when brownshirts ran up the swastika over the bank building 
on 30 January 1933. All this made him an uncomfortable bedfellow for the 
Nazis. So Hitler replaced him in the middle of March 1933 with Hjalmar 
Schacht, the financial wizard who had been largely responsible for bringing 


the inflation under control at the end of 1923.22 

Schacht was an anomalous figure in the leadership of the Third Reich. On 
official occasions, while other ministers appeared in jackboots and uniforms, 
Schacht stood out in his grey civilian suit, high white collar, shirt and tie, dark 
overcoat and bowler hat. His thin, somewhat unassuming physical presence 
and his rimless glasses lent him a slightly withdrawn, academic air which was 
equally at odds with the rough energy of other leading figures in the regime. 
Nor was his background in any way similar to theirs. Born in January 1877 
into a family of modest means, he was christened Horace Greeley Hjalmar 
Schacht; his father had spent seven years in the United States and so admired 
the founder of the New York Herald Tribune and coiner of the phrase ‘Go 
west, young man’ that he named his son after him. ‘Hjalmar’, the name by 
which he was generally known in Germany, was a traditional name in the 
Hamburg and Schleswig-Holstein family from which his mother descended. 
Educated at a famous grammar school in Hamburg, he studied political 
economy under Lujo Brentano at Munich University, then, after gaining 
practical experience as a cub journalist, learned French in Paris and wrote a 
doctorate on British economics. Schacht’s background was thus both varied 
and cosmopolitan, and he went on to work with major economists and 
commentators of the Wilhelmine period such as Hans Delbriick and Gustav 
Schmoller. He gravitated naturally towards the National Liberal Party, and 
wrote for the Trade Treaty Association, which brought him into contact with 
Georg von Siemens, founder of the Deutsche Bank. Through this connection, 
he entered the real world of finance, and rose rapidly through the ranks. 
Schacht played a part in the economic management of the German war effort 
in 1914-18, but he was in no sense a right-wing nationalist, and indeed, if he 
is to be believed, he eventually separated from his first wife in 1938 because 
of her radical, pro-Nazi views. Schacht’s allegiance during the Weimar years 


lay rather with the Democrats.21 


Schacht shot to fame towards the end of 1923 through his role as 
Commissioner for National Currency, a post to which he had been appointed 
by Hans Luther, at that time Finance Minister. He probably owed this 
preferment to the extensive connections in financial circles he had built up 
over the previous few years as director of a succession of major banks. His 
role in ending the hyperinflation brought him appointment as President of the 
Reichsbank after the previous incumbent died suddenly on 20 November 
1923. Here he cemented his reputation as a financial miracle-worker by 
successfully maintaining the stability of the Rentenmark and then - to a 
chorus of disapproval from the far right - playing a key role in the 
renegotiation of reparations under the Young Plan. When early in 1930 the 
government renegotiated parts of the Plan that Schacht considered should 
have been retained, he resigned and went into temporary retirement. This 
suggested he had now moved to the nationalist far right politically; and 
indeed by this time, he had left the Democratic Party, though without 
transferring his allegiance anywhere else. Introduced to Hitler at a dinner- 
party thrown by Hermann Goring early in 1931, he was favourably impressed 
by the Nazi Leader. Like many other Establishment figures, he thought 
Hitler’s radicalism could be tamed by associating him with more conservative 


and more experienced figures such as himself.22 

From Hitler’s point of view, Schacht was simply the best financial manager 
around. He needed him to provide the money for his rearmament programme, 
and to ensure that the rapid growth in state expenditure would not create any 
problems. Schacht did not even have to become a member of the Nazi Party. 
He later claimed, like many others, that he had accepted a position in the 
regime in order to prevent anything worse from happening. In fact, however, 
by this time Schacht’s political views had moved much closer to Hitler’s own. 
He may not have been a rabble-rousing apostle of violence, but he had 
certainly become enough of a radical nationalist to approve wholeheartedly of 
the regime’s primary aim of rearming Germany at maximum speed. By the 
end of May 1933 he had come up with an ingenious scheme for deficit 
financing. A Metallurgical Research Institute (Metallurgisches 
Forschungsinstitut), set up by four big companies with a capital of a million 
Reichsmarks, was authorized to issue so-called ‘Mefo bills’, which were 
guaranteed by the state and discounted by the Reichsbank. The bank in turn 
simply met the bills presented to it by printing banknotes. Fifty per cent of 
arms purchases by the military were made in these bills between 1934 and 
1936. Since the Reichsbank covered the bills by printing money, the notes in 


circulation increased by 6,000 million by the end of March 1938, by which 
time about 12,000 million Mefo bills had been spent. Schacht was already 
wotried about the inflationary effects of these measures, and he stopped the 
issue of Mefo bills in 1937, after which point tax vouchers and non-interest- 
bearing treasury notes were used instead. In the meantime, gross Reich debt 
had spiralled almost out of control. But neither Hitler nor his economic 
managers considered this very important. For deficit financing was only a 
short-term measure in their view; the debts would be paid by territorial 
expansion in the near enough future. And besides rapid rearmament, Hitler 
was busily taking other steps to ensure that this would not only be possible 


but would also, as he saw it, bring the maximum economic benefit £3 


From the outset, Hitler wanted Germany to be economically self-sufficient. 
In preparation for the coming war, the German economy had to be freed from 
its dependence on foreign imports. Hitler had seen the effects of the Allied 
blockade of Germany in the First World War for himself: a malnourished and 
discontented population; arms production hamstrung by lack of basic raw 
materials. He did not want this to happen again. ‘Autarky’, the Nazi term for 
self-sufficiency, was a basic precept of Nazi economics from the early 1920s 
on. It took up a large part of the economic discussion, such as it was, in 
Hitler’s politico-autobiographical tract My Struggle. It was _ intimately 
connected with another basic idea of Nazi policy, that of the conquest of 
‘living-space’ in Eastern Europe, which Hitler believed would secure food 
supplies for Germany’s urban population. Thus from the outset, Nazi policy 
focused on withdrawing trade from international markets and reorienting it 
towards countries, for example in South-eastern Europe, which one day 
would be part of the Nazi empire. Given the current depressed state of the 
world economy, Hitler told military leaders in early February 1933, it was 
pointless trying to boost exports; the only way to a long-term, secure recovery 
of the German economy was through the conquest of ‘living-space’ in the 
East, and preparations for this now had to take priority over everything 


else.&4 


At home, the Third Reich pursued the objective of autarky in food supplies 
through the Reich Food Estate, promulgated on 13 September 1933. Headed 
by the ‘blood-and-soil’ ideologue Richard Walther Darré, now adorned with 
the title of Reich Farmers’ Leader, this was a characteristic Nazi organization, 
hierarchically structured on the basis of the leadership principle, with 
Farmers’ Leaders appointed at every level through to districts and localities. 
The idea, long advocated by farming lobbyists, was to unite producers, 
wholesalers, retailers and consumers in a single chain that would eliminate 


the exploitation of one by another and ensure a fair deal for all. Thus in the 
fishing industry, for example, fishermen, fish processors, fish wholesalers, 
fish distributors and fishmongers were organized into a single association run 
from Berlin, and the same was done for other branches of agriculture, from 
fruit farmers to grain producers. These elaborate structures were backed up by 
import agencies to protect the domestic producers of particular products, and 
enforced by sanctions including hefty fines and even imprisonment for 
contravention of the regulations. In this way, the whole national production 
and supply of foodstuffs could be controlled, prices fixed, and quantities and 
quotas determined in the interests of the producers. In some ways, the Reich 
Food Estate, which was intended to function as an independent corporation, 
was seen by Darré as the vehicle through which peasant farmers would 
strengthen their economic interests and claim their rightful place in the new 
Germany. It was also an imitation of the institutions of the Corporate State in 
Fascist Italy, binding together everybody in a particular area of society and 
the economy in a structure that, theoretically at least, would replace mutual 
antagonism with mutual co-operation and generate a sense of community 


through removing real and potential sources of conflict 22 


But the Reich Food Estate proved a problematical institution 2© Very soon, 


Darre’s ideological vision of a future Germany based on a healthy and stable 
community of peasant farmers began to be pushed aside by the more 
immediate imperatives of autarky and rearmament. In line with general 
economic policy, the Reich Food Estate had to keep prices down, restrict 
imports (including animal fodder) and ration consumption. Price controls 
squeezed farmers’ profits and meant they could not compete with the big 
industrial firms in the level of wages they paid their workers. The shortage of 
iron and steel and the prioritizing of the armaments industry in allocating 
them meant severe restrictions on the manufacture of agricultural machinery 
that might have been an acceptable substitute for their vanishing labour force, 
assuming that farmers could afford to pay for it. Already in September 1934 
Schacht launched a ‘production battle’ aimed to make Germany self-sufficient 
in food supplies, a goal that the Reich Food Estate had to play its part in 
fulfilling. Yet success proved elusive. Subsidies for the construction of grain 
stores, silos and the like had some effect. But this was more than counteracted 
by the requisitioning of large quantities of agricultural land for motorways, 
airfields, barracks and camps, and army training areas, and the drafting of 
agricultural labourers into arms-related industries in the towns and cities. 
Between 1933 and 1938, 140 villages were broken up and 225 rural 
communities disrupted or displaced by compulsory army land purchases, 


while in the last two years of peace, the building of the defensive 
emplacements known as the ‘West Wall’ caused the abandonment of 5,600 
farms with 130,000 hectares of land. Grain yields generally failed even to 
reach the levels of 1913, while there was a shortfall in domestic production 
against demand of between 10 and 30 per cent in pork and fruit, 30 per cent in 
poultry and eggs, around 50 per cent in fats, butter, and margarine, up to 60 


per cent in legumes and over 90 per cent in vegetable oils.©2 In this as in 


other areas, the diversion of production to armaments and associated 
industries from consumer goods manufacture and the clampdown on non- 
military-related imports had created a shortage of consumer goods by the 
autumn of 1936, as demand began to outstrip supply. Prices therefore began 
to rise. A Price Commissioner - the conservative politician Carl Goerdeler, 
Mayor of Leipzig - had already been appointed late in 1934, but his advocacy 
of a slow-down in rearmament as the remedy had been brusquely rejected, 
and his office was little more than a propaganda show. To prevent a 
resurgence of the dreaded inflation of the early 1920s, the government 
imposed a compulsory freeze on prices on 26 October 1936. On 1 January 
1937 it introduced rationing of butter, margarine and fat. Thus consumers 


began to feel the pinch as well as producers. 28 


As Darré was also Minister of Agriculture, he had to go along with these 
measures. Every time the interests of the state clashed with those of the Reich 
Food Estate, it was the latter that had to yield. Moreover, by 1936, therefore, 
it was clear that the goal of self-sufficiency in food was as far away as ever. 
The Reich Food Estate was caught between the Party and the state. Formally 
an institution belonging to neither, it lost its functions as each of the two 
asserted its own interests. Darre’s star was now waning rapidly. His deputy, 
Herbert Backe, persuaded Goring and Himmler that Darré was an ideologue 
who lived in a dream-world and the practical goal of achieving self- 
sufficiency in food production could only be achieved by an expert such as 
himself. In addition, a war of attrition with Robert Ley over the interests of 
agricultural labourers had led to further inroads into the position of the Reich 
Food Estate in rural society. Ley was also able to use his role as Reich 
Organization Leader of the Party to remove a variety of functions, for 
example in education and training, away from Darré’s organization as a 
prelude to incorporating it into the Labour Front. Attempting to shore up his 
waning power, Darré had in fact already yielded to the demands of autarky, 
for example sponsoring a law of 26 June 1936 that allowed the state to merge 
farms together compulsorily to create larger and more efficient units. 
Moreover, he was also compelled to cede the care of the social and cultural 


welfare of its members to the Party and its subordinate organizations. The 


unpopularity of his schemes amongst the peasantry sealed his fate 09 


Goring and Backe devoted considerable energy to boosting the country’s 
home-produced food supply: measures taken included cheap loans to farmers 
for the purchase of machinery, price cuts for fertilizers, price incentives for 
producing grain, eggs and the like, and the requirement in some cases to 
cultivate crops that would provide the raw materials for textile fibres, such as 
flax, or vegetable oils and fats. They also tried to remedy the growing labour 
shortage on the land. From the outset of the Third Reich, hundreds of 
thousands of young people had been drafted onto the land to try and offset a 
long-term shortage of agricultural manpower, although many of them were 
too young, lacked the physical strength, or were too ignorant of the 
countryside and its ways to be of much use. Even concentration camp inmates 
were roped into clearing moorland for cultivation. This was not what Darré 
had imagined when he had set up the Reich Entailed Farms and the Reich 
Food Estate. On the eve of the war, his original vision had all but 


disappeared 20 

Germany did indeed become self-sufficient in some basic foodstuffs like 
bread, potatoes, sugar and meat by 1939, but there were still many products, 
notably fat, pulses (except lentils), and even eggs where imports were still 
necessary on a considerable scale to meet demand. The number of rural 
workers dropped by 1.4 million between 1933 and 1939, partly because of the 
removal of foreign workers, partly because of a continuing drift to better-paid 


jobs in the towns.Z! The land brought under cultivation was not enough to 
make a significant difference. Thirty per cent of fodder for horses, still a vital 
component of the army transport system in 1938, had to be imported. Crop 
yields for cereals in 1939 were not much better than they had been in 1913. 
On the eve of war, roughly 15 per cent of Germany’s food supplies still came 


from abroad.Z2 All this pointed yet again in the minds of the Nazi leaders to 
the need for ‘living-space’ in the East to make up the deficit. On the other 
hand, the fact that the trade agreements Schacht had negotiated brought in 
cheap agricultural produce from South-eastern Europe allowed Hitler and 
Goring to avoid taking yet more draconian measures to subordinate peasant 
farmers completely to the dictates of autarky, which would have alienated 
them even more. The peasants were not going to be militarized or dragooned 
into a new kind of serfdom to satisfy the demands of the state. Some of the 
measures introduced by Darré early on thus remained, and the farming 
community could look back in 1939 to an improvement in its situation during 
the previous six years, in which the overall proceeds of agriculture had grown 


by 71 per cent in comparison to 1933, far less than those of industry but still, 


by the eve of the war, better than the situation of the late 1920s.22 


German consumers did not do so well. More and more foodstuffs were 
subject to official rationing as the government stockpiled supplies in 
preparation for war and requisitioned agricultural workers and crafts-men for 
arms-related industries. Butter and fat had long been restricted; fruit and 
coffee were also rationed from the early spring of 1939. Apples remained 
unpicked because workers had been drafted into the towns. People were urged 
to grow their own fruit and to make preserved fruit for use in the winter 
months. Food supplies were not helped by a series of poor harvests in the 
mid-1930s caused by bad weather, a cold snap in the spring of 1938 that froze 
a lot of fruit blossoms off the trees and a bad outbreak of foot-and-mouth 
disease among the nation’s cattle the same year. Coffee imports fell as the 
shortage of hard currency in Germany began to limit the ability of importers 
to pay for it. The shortage of wheat and rye meant official controls on bakers, 
who were instructed to bake only ‘homogenized bread’ made from an 
amalgam of inferior flours. White bread could be purchased only on 
presentation of a medical certificate. To prevent people evading controls on 
the purchase of milk by going directly to the producer, dairy farmers were 
obliged from 1 January 1939 to deliver all their supplies to central milk 
depots. Later the same year, it was reported that no eggs were to be had in 
Munich for the whole of Easter Week, while in Elberfeld people were unable 
to bake Easter cakes for lack of fat. Training courses were put on for Saxon 
housewives to show them how to cook ‘Hungarian fish gulash’ since meat for 
the real thing was so hard to come by. On 28 March 1939, the meat counter at 
the Hertie department store on the Dénhoffplatz in Berlin was opened only to 
sell registered customers their weekly ration of fat; there was no fresh or 
frozen meat available at all. Shortages inevitably led to a flourishing black 
market in scarce foodstuffs. Berlin’s markets were already cleared out of fruit 
by seven in the morning, before the price commissioners came in to check 
that stallholders were adhering to the official price limits. Imported fruit, such 
as bananas and oranges, was particularly hard to come by. Only well-off early 
risers could afford to circumvent the regulations in this way, though at a price 
well over the official maximum. In the Ruhr, many workers were only able to 
eat meat once a week. “The people’, reported a Social Democratic agent in 
May 1939, ‘are suffering a great deal from the shortage of all kinds of 
foodstuffs and respectable, solid clothing. Still,’ he added, ‘this has not led to 
any kind of unrest, apart from queueing in front of shops, which has become a 


daily occurrence.’4 


BUSINESS, POLITICS AND WAR 


Despite interventionist institutions like the Reich Food Estate, Hitler and the 
Nazi leadership generally sought to manage the economy by tough control of 


the market economy rather than by nationalization or direct state takeovers-22 


Thus, to take one example, the regime pressed the giant chemicals combine 
I.G. Farben into developing and producing synthetic fuel for motor vehicles 
and aeroplanes through the hydrogenation of coal, so as to reduce Germany’s 
dependence on oil imports; an agreement was signed on 14 December 1933, 
committing the combine to produce some 300,000 tons a year in return for a 


guaranteed ten-year purchase order from the state-22 Where a company 
refused to go along with demands of this kind, however, the regime stepped in 
to bring it to heel, as in the case of Hugo Junkers, the aircraft manufacturer, 
who was forced to sell his majority interest in his two companies to the Reich 
at the end of 1933 after attempting to resist the government’s calls to convert 
them from civil to military purposes. On his death in April 1935, indeed, both 


companies were nationalized, although only briefly.22 Moreover, the 
Economics Ministry actively insisted on the creation of cartels in key areas so 
as to make it easier for the state to direct and monitor increases in war-related 


production.28 Yet despite this increase in state intervention, as Nazi economic 


spokesmen repeatedly insisted, Germany was to remain a free-market 
economy, in which the state provided leadership and set the primary goals. 
For this purpose, at least early on, when the ‘battle for work’ and the 
reorientation of the economy towards rearmament were the main aims, Hitler 
needed the willing co-operation of business. 

It was not surprising, therefore, that he chose a leading representative of the 
business community as his Reich Economics Minister after the enforced 


departure of the cantankerous German Nationalist Alfred Hugenberg./9 This 
was the general director of the Allianz Insurance Company, Kurt Schmitt. 
Born in 1886 into the modest bourgeois family of a doctor, Schmitt had been 
an enthusiastic duelling corps member at university, where he had studied 
commercial law, then worked briefly in the Bavarian civil service under 
Gustav Ritter von Kahr, later to become notorious on the far right in Bavaria. 
Shortly before the outbreak of war, Schmitt entered the Munich branch of the 
Allianz. Immensely hard-working, he was none the less no cold pen-pusher. 


He developed a human approach to insurance, personally mediating between 
claimants and insured, and thus reducing substantially the number of 
expensive lawsuits which the company had to handle. Not surprisingly, this 
led to his rapid promotion through the managerial ranks, a rise that was not 
seriously interrupted by the war, from which he was invalided out early on 
with a minor wound that became repeatedly reinfected and so prevented him 
from returning to the front. He became general director at the age of thirty- 
four. Soon, encouraged by his subordinates, Schmitt was wearing expensive, 
tailor-made suits and hobnobbing with the great and the good in the 
gentlemen’s clubs of Berlin. Under Schmitt’s leadership, Allianz expanded 
rapidly in the kind of mergers and takeovers that characterized other sectors 
of the business world in the 1920s as well. Like other businessmen, Schmitt 
was dissatisfied with the conditions under which private enterprise had to 
labour during the Weimar era, and he lobbied for a reform of the law affecting 
insurance through the Reich Association for Private Insurance. This brought 
him into contact with leading politicians, many of whom were impressed by 
his competence, his decisiveness and his obvious financial acumen. By the 
early 1930s he had become a public figure of some repute. He enhanced his 
reputation with his performance on the Economic Advisory Council set up by 
Briining. Both Briining and Papen offered him the post of Finance Minister. 
He turned the offers down in the belief that the prevailing economic situation 


would not allow him to do the job with any degree of success. 29 


By this time, Schmitt had taken up contacts with the Nazi Party. In 
November 1930, like Schacht a little later on, he had met Goring at a dinner 
and been extremely impressed by his political advocacy. Soon Schmitt was 
indulging Goring’s impressive appetite for food and wine in regular lunchtime 
meetings in a Berlin restaurant, held at his company’s expense. Before long, 
he had met Hitler too. The Nazis’ promise to defeat the menace of 
Communism and end the party-political bickering of the Weimar years won 
him over to their cause. A self-made man who had risen by his own abilities, 
Schmitt was less wedded to traditional conservative politics than were 
colleagues from old-established business or civil service backgrounds. As the 
Nazis seized power in Germany, Schmitt abandoned his previous discretion 
and signed up as a Party member in the spring of 1933, leading company 
celebrations of Hitler’s birthday on 20 April. Schmitt shared the common elite 
prejudice that regarded Jews as too prominent in public and intellectual life, 
banking, finance and the law; the most common adjective he used when 
referring to them was ‘unpleasant’. He agreed with Goring’s proposal, made 
to him at one of their private meetings, to deprive Jews of the vote and ban 
them from holding positions of authority over Germans. By the summer, his 


contacts with Goring had borne spectacular fruit. Seeking to replace 
Hugenberg as Reich Economics Minister, Hitler was persuaded by Goring 
that it would be politic to have a leading representative of the business 
community in the post. Hitler offered it to Schmitt, who was sworn in on 30 
June 1933, believing that he had a role to play now that the political situation 


had been stabilized.21 

Despite attempting to strengthen his position by, for example, becoming an 
officer in the SS, Schmitt proved no match for the big beasts in the Nazi 
power jungle like Goebbels, Ley or even Darré, all of whom had removed 
substantial areas of the economy from the purview of his Ministry within a 
few months. Underlings such as the Nazi economic theorist Gottfried Feder, 
who had written the abolition of ‘interest slavery’ into the Party programme in 
1920, were a continual source of trouble. Schmitt’s announcements and 
instructions to state and regional officials not to endanger the economic 
recovery by countenancing actions against Jewish businesses were omitted 
from press reports and generally disregarded by ‘old fighters’. Most seriously 
of all, Schmitt was opposed to what he considered as unproductive 
expenditure on rearmament and of spectacular but, as he argued, useless ideas 
such as the motorways. Here too he was ignored. Schmitt disapproved of the 
Nazis’ extravagant propaganda claims about an economic recovery, the end of 
unemployment and the like. He increasingly thought of himself as a failure. 
Under increasing stress on all sides, he suffered a serious heart attack on 28 
June 1934 and eventually resigned with effect from 30 January the following 
year. Before long, he had returned to the insurance business. He had realized 
his incompetence as a politician and refused all subsequent invitations to 


leave the walk of life he knew best.82 

Schmitt was replaced on 3 August 1934 as Acting Economics Minister, then 
from 30 January 1935 on a permanent basis, by Hjalmar Schacht, who had 
already made it clear privately to Hitler that, unlike his predecessor, he would 
regard rearmament as a top priority irrespective of the economic situation. 
Schacht was given dictatorial powers of economic management. He began by 
promptly sacking Feder from his post in the Ministry and purged other Party 
figures who, the army had complained, were trying to impose their ideas on 
the management of the economy. In the next four months, Schacht established 
a new structure under the aegis of his Ministry, in which all firms were 
compulsorily enrolled in one or other of seven Reich Groups (industry, trade, 
banking, and so on), further subdivided into specialist and regional sub- 
groups. This enabled the Ministry to take a stronger lead in implementing 
rearmament policy on the existing basis of private enterprise rather than on 


the kind of anti-capitalist ideas favoured by Feder.83 

Already by this time, however, the nascent armaments boom was beginning 
to have some unwelcome effects. By boosting domestic industrial production, 
the state and the army caused industry to switch away from export-oriented, 
mostly consumer products. Added to a continuing slump in world trade and 
the imposition of trade sanctions by Britain and the United States in protest 
against the regime’s persecution of the Jews, this caused a fall in exports from 
1,260 million Reichsmarks in the last quarter of 1933 to 990 million in the 
second quarter of 1934. Simultaneously imports grew rapidly in volume, as 
demand in Germany for products like rubber, oil and cotton all increased. 
Imports of raw materials rose by 32 per cent from the middle of 1932 to the 
beginning of 1934, while the prices obtained for German exports fell by 15 
per cent. The situation was made worse by the fact that Britain and the USA 
had allowed their currencies to depreciate, while the Nazi government, like its 
predecessors, was unwilling to devalue the Reichsmark for fear that it would 
encourage inflation. Thus German goods became more expensive on the 
world market, encouraging other economies to turn elsewhere for their 
sources, while imports to Germany became cheaper, prompting German firms 
to buy more of them. In 1934, Germany’s balance of payments went into 


deficit 84 Germany’s foreign debt rose, while its gold and foreign exchange 


reserves fell by more than half between January and September.22 Piecemeal 
foreign currency quotas and restrictions failed to have any real effect on the 


rapidly deteriorating situation.2& On 14 June 1934 the Reichsbank imposed a 
six-month stop on the repayment of all long-term and medium-term foreign 


debts.82 

On 19 September 1934, to try and counter these mounting problems, 
Hjalmar Schacht, the newly anointed ‘economic dictator’ of Germany, 
announced a ‘New Plan’ according to which trade would from now on be on a 
bilateral basis: a kind of barter between Germany and other states, in which 
imports would only be permitted from states to which Germany exported 
substantial quantities of goods. ‘Implementation of the rearmament 
programme’, he declared on 3 May 1935, was ‘the task of German policy.’ In 
order to pay for it, imports had to be restricted as far as possible, to arms- 


related raw materials and foodstuffs that could not be grown in Germany.28 


South-eastern Europe seemed a particularly favourable area for bilateral trade 
arrangements. A focus on the Balkans might well open up a perspective on a 
future Greater German trade area in East-Central Europe, the long dreamed-of 
Mitteleuropa (Central Europe) project. It would be safer in the event of war 


than existing trade links to the north and the west. Besides this, cutting back 
on overseas trade would lessen Germany’s dependence on the British 
merchant marine, which might prove severely damaging in the event of a 
future war between the two nations. 

Too many raw materials came from far-flung parts of the globe, and the 
New Plan sought to reduce Germany’s dependence on such sources. Enforced 
by twenty-five Surveillance Officers, the new plan helped cut German 
imports from the rest of Europe from 7.24 billion Reichsmarks in 1928 to 
2.97 billion ten years later; by the latter date, imports from South-eastern 
Europe, which had made up 7.5 per cent of the total in 1928, had risen to 22 


per cent of the whole.22 Yet the army was soon complaining that while 


Schacht was managing to find the money to pay for the initial stages of 
rearmament, he had not succeeded in making the economy ready for war. In 
particular, import restrictions had dangerously depleted Germany’s domestic 
reserves of raw materials, ore and metals, while attempts to find substitutes - 
home-grown textiles, synthetic rubber and fuel, locally drilled oil and so on - 
had so far made only a very limited impact. The time had come, in Hitler’s 
view, for a far more radical intervention in the economy - one which Schacht, 
who made no secret of the fact that he thought the German economy had 
reached the limits of its ability to sustain rearmament and war mobilization by 


1936, could no longer be trusted to manage.22 
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On 4 September 1936, Hermann Goring read out to the cabinet a lengthy 
memorandum that Hitler had drawn up in the light of the mounting evidence 
of the New Plan’s bankruptcy. In typical fashion, it ranged widely over 
history and politics before coming to the point at issue: preparing the 
economy for war. Politics, Hitler declared, was ‘a struggle of nations for life’. 
In this struggle, the Soviet Union was now becoming a threat. ‘The essence 
and goal of Bolshevism is the elimination of those strata of mankind which 
have hitherto provided the leadership and their replacement by worldwide 
Jewry.’ Germany had to take the lead in the struggle against it, since 
Bolshevism’s victory would mean ‘the annihilation of the German people’. 
Preparing for the coming battle, Hitler declared, was an absolute priority. All 


other issues were of secondary importance. ‘The German armed forces must 
be operational within four years.’ “The German economy’, he added, ‘must be 
fit for war within four years.’ Hitler went through his familiar litany of 
economic beliefs: Germany was overpopulated and could not feed itself from 
its own resources; the solution lay in extending living-space to obtain new 
raw materials and foodstuffs. Raw materials could not be stockpiled for a war, 
since the quantity needed was simply too great. The production of fuel, 
synthetic rubber, artificial fats, iron, metal substitutes and so on had to be 
ratcheted up to a level that would sustain a war. Savings had to be made in 
food supplies; potatoes for example were no longer to be used for making 
schnapps. The people had to make sacrifices. An economic plan had to be 
drawn up. The interests of individual businesses had to be subordinated to 
those of the nation. Businessmen who kept funds abroad had to be punished 


by death. 24 

In presenting this memorandum to the cabinet, Goring launched a fierce 
attack on the view, propagated by Schacht and his ally the Price 
Commissioner Goerdeler, that the solution to the economic blockage of 1936 
lay in scaling down the rearmament programme. On the contrary, since ‘the 
showdown with Russia is inevitable’, it had to be speeded up. There had to be 
much tighter controls on the economy and on the export of currency. Goring 
revealed that it was he who had been entrusted by the Leader with the 
execution of the Four-Year Plan that Hitler went on to proclaim at the Party 
Rally on 9 September. Schacht had begun to outlive his usefulness. On 18 
October 1936 a decree made Goring’s supremacy official. He used it to 
establish a whole new organization dedicated to preparing the economy for 
war, with six departments dealing with the production and distribution of raw 
materials, the co-ordination of the labour force, the control of prices, foreign 
exchange and agriculture. Goring appointed the top civil servants in the 
Ministries of Labour and Agriculture to run the relevant two departments in 
the Four-Year Plan organization. In this way he began to bring the two 
Ministries under the aegis of the Plan, bypassing Walther Darré and Franz 
Seldte, the two responsible Ministers. Goéring’s operation also undercut 
Schacht, who had been sent on compulsory leave on the day that the Plan had 
been unveiled to the cabinet. Schacht soon found that the Four-Year Plan 
operation was taking policy decisions without reference to his Economics 
Ministry. His protests had no effect. Increasingly frustrated at this loss of 
power, and increasingly worried by the rapid expansion of military and raw 
material production on what he regarded as an inadequate financial basis, 
Schacht wrote to Hitler on 8 October 1937 reaffirming his view that there 
could only be one head of economic affairs in the Third Reich, and making it 


clear he thought that person should be himself. The threat of resignation was 
clearly implicit.22 

By this stage, however, Hitler had lost all confidence in Schacht, whose 
economic realism was now a serious irritation to him. On 25 October 1937, 
the head of the navy, Admiral Erich Raeder, had formally asked Reich War 
Minister General Werner von Blomberg to get Hitler to step in personally to 
arbitrate between the different interests - army, navy and air force - that were 
competing for the inadequate supplies of iron, steel, fuel and other raw 
materials. Hitler responded by getting Blomberg to call a meeting in the Reich 
Chancellery on 5 November 1937, at which the Nazi Leader outlined his 
Overall strategy to a small group consisting of Raeder, Blomberg, the 
Commander-in-Chief of the army General Werner von Fritsch, the head of the 
air force Hermann Goring and Foreign Minister Konstantin von Neurath. 
Notes were taken by Hitler’s military adjutant Colonel Friedrich Hossbach, 
and these were subsequently used as evidence that Hitler was already 
planning a war in the not-too-distant future. In fact, there was no concrete 
plan, although there were certainly intentions. Hitler was mainly concerned to 
impress on his audience the need for urgency in rearmament and the 
imminence of armed conflict, particularly in East-Central Europe. Much of 
what he had to say would already have been familiar to his listeners from 
earlier statements of this kind. “The aim of German foreign policy’, Hitler 
began, according to Hossbach’s memorandum of the meeting, ‘was to make 
secure and to preserve the racial stock (Volksmasse) and to enlarge it. It was 
therefore a question of space.’ By this he meant, as he had always done, the 
conquest of East-Central and Eastern Europe, which would solve the German 
race’s need for expansion ‘only for a foreseeable period of about one to three 
generations’ before further expansion, probably overseas, became necessary 
and indeed, with the probable collapse of the British Empire, possible. After a 
detailed survey of the shortages in raw materials and foodstuffs, Hitler 
concluded that ‘autarky, in regard both to food and to the economy as a 
whole, could not be maintained’. The solution especially in terms of food 
supplies was to be found in ‘gaining space for agricultural use’ in Europe, by 
conquest and, implicitly, the removal or reduction of the people who lived 
there. ‘Germany’s problem’, he declared, ‘could be solved only by the use of 


force.’23 

Hitler went on to warn that other nations were catching up in armaments, 
and the domestic food crisis would soon reach breaking point. Hossbach 
noted that Hitler’s speech sounded a new note of anxiety about his own 
health: ‘If the Leader was still living, it was his unalterable determination to 


solve Germany’s problem of space by 1943-5 at the latest.” Indeed, he would 
take military action earlier if France was weakened by a serious domestic 
crisis or became involved in a war with another state. In either case, if war 
came, Germany’s first priority would be to overthrow Austria and 
Czechoslovakia to reduce the threat on its south-eastern flank. The forced 
removal of two million people from Czechoslovakia and one million from 
Austria would free up additional food supplies for the Germans. The British 
and the French, he added, were unlikely to intervene, while the Poles would 


remain neutral as long as Germany was victorious.24 Thus Hitler’s response 


to the supply bottleneck was not to reduce the pace of rearmament but to 
accelerate the pace of proposed conquest of ‘living-space’. Despite the doubts 
of some of those present at the meeting, Hitler thus pressed on with 
rearmament at an ever more frenetic tempo. The caution of Schacht and his 
allies - who included some of those present at the meeting - was brushed 
aside. The solution of Germany’s economic problems was reserved until the 
creation of ‘living-space’ in the East. With Hitler in such a mood, Schacht’s 
position had now become wholly untenable. On 26 November 1937 Hitler 
accepted his resignation as Minister of Economics. The management of the 
economy now passed effectively to Hermann Goring. The discussion earlier 
in the month made it clear that it was Goring’s job to make sure that the 
brakes were taken off rearmament whatever the economic problems this 


might cause.22 


The results of these changes could soon be seen. The pace of rearmament 
quickened still further. As Schacht had predicted, by 1938 expenditure on 
preparations for war was Clearly spiralling out of control: 9,137 million 
Reichsmarks were spent on the army, compared to 478 million in 1933; 1,632 
million on the navy, compared to 192 million five years earlier; and 6,026 
million on the air force, compared to 76 million in 1933. Including 
expenditure on administration, and on the redemption of Mefo bills, 
rearmament costs had risen from 1.5 per cent of national income in 1933 to 
7.8 per cent in 1934, to 15.7 per cent in 1936 and 21.0 per cent two years 
later, where national income itself had almost doubled in the same period. The 
Reich’s finances, which had recorded a modest surplus in 1932, recorded a 
deficit of 796 million Reichsmarks in 1933, rising to nearly 9.5 billion in 
1938. Acting now in his capacity as President of the Reichsbank, Schacht 
wrote a personal letter to Hitler on 7 January 1939, signed by all the other 
directors of the Reichsbank, in which he warmed that ‘overstretching public 
expenditure’ was rapidly leading to the ‘looming danger of inflation’. “The 
limitless expansion of state expenditure’, they told Hitler, ‘is destroying every 


attempt to put the budget in order. Despite an enormous tightening of the 
screw of taxation, it is bringing the finances of the state to the edge of ruin 
and from this position it is wrecking the bank of issue and its currency.’ 
Hitler’s response was to sack him along with the entire board of directors a 
few days later, on 20 January 1939. He no longer fitted into the general 


National Socialist scheme of things, Hitler told Schacht.2® 


Schacht went on a long holiday to India and retired from public life on his 
return. After the death of his first wife, he married a member of the staff at the 
Munich House of German Art, a woman thirty years his junior, and after a 
honeymoon in Switzerland in 1941 they lived quietly in the countryside, 
though Schacht retained a variety of more or less meaningless titles including 
that of Minister without Portfolio. His successor was the former state 
secretary in the Propaganda Ministry, Walther Funk, whom Goring had 
shoehorned into the position of Reich Minister of Economics on 15 February 
1938. Funk now took over the running of the Reichsbank as well, thus 
subordinating both institutions to the Four-Year Plan. Unsurprisingly, what 
Schacht and his fellow directors, some of whom were subsequently reinstated, 
had called the ‘unrestrained spending habits of the public finances’ continued 
unabated, at an even more frenetic tempo than before. On 15 June 1939 a new 
law removed all limits on the printing of money, thus realizing Schacht’s 
worst fears. But Hitler and the Nazi leadership did not care. They were 
counting on the invasion and conquest of Eastern Europe to cover the costs. 
In February 1934, Hitler had stated that rearmament had to be complete by 
1942. By the time of the Four-Year Plan, the date had been moved forward to 
1940. Germany’s economic problems, as Hitler had always said, could only 


be definitively solved by war.2Z 


Ill 


The switch from the New Plan to the Four-Year Plan in 1936 testified to the 
growing sense of urgency with which Hitler was now pursuing this goal. But 
neither could really be called a plan in the normal sense of the word. At least 
Schacht, as economic supremo in the early years of the Third Reich, had 
retained a firm conceptual grasp of the economy and state finances as a 
whole. But Goring, for all his undoubted energy, ambition and intuitive grasp 
of how power worked, possessed no such overview. He had very little 
understanding of economics or finance. He did not set clear priorities, nor 
could he, since Hitler kept changing his mind as to which arm of the services 
- air force, navy, army - should come top of the allocation list. New blueprints 


kept being produced and then superseded by more ambitious ones. The chaos 
of overlapping and competing competencies in the management of the 
economy was characterized subsequently by one senior official as the 
‘organizational jungle of the Four-Year Plan’. There was a fundamental 
contradiction between the drive to autarky in anticipation of a long war and 
reckless rearmament in preparation for an imminent conflict. It was never 
resolved. Nor was the statistical information available which was necessary 
for the provision of a rational planning system. Despite its elaborate structure, 
which included a General Council that was supposed to co-ordinate 
operations and harmonize the activities of the various government Ministries 
involved, the Four-Year Plan consisted in reality of little more than a series of 
piecemeal initiatives. Yet these met with some success. Coal production, for 
instance, increased by 18 per cent from 1936 to 1938, lignite by 23 per cent, 
and coke by 22 per cent. By 1938, Germany was producing 70 per cent more 
aluminium than two years before and had overtaken the USA as the world’s 
largest producer. In 1932 Germany had only been able to meet 5.2 per cent of 
demand for textiles, essential among other things for military uniforms. 
Increased production of rayon and other artificial fibres raised this to 31 per 
cent in 1936 and 43 per cent by 1939. The goal of abolishing Germany’s 
reliance on imported fuel moved nearer to fulfilment as petroleum production 
went up by 63 per cent and output of synthetic fuel by 69 per cent between 
1937 and 1939. In 1937 Hitler announced the establishment of ‘two gigantic 
buna [i.e. synthetic rubber] factories’ which would soon produce enough to 


meet all Germany’s requirements.22 


Yet these impressive figures masked a failure of the Four-Year Plan to 
produce the desired result of making Germany entirely self-sufficient by 
1940. To begin with, the Plan failed to solve Germany’s chronic balance of 
payments problem. Although exports did rise in 1937, they fell again in 1938 
as German manufacturers put their faith in safe and lucrative domestic 
contracts instead of risking their products on the world market. And in both 
years, they were exceeded in value by imports, further reducing Germany’s 
already seriously depleted foreign currency reserves. It was this issue more 
than any other, perhaps, that occasioned Schacht’s growing alienation from 


the regime he had served so faithfully from the beginning.22 Imports 
continued to be vital in a number of fields after he had departed the scene. 
Despite massively increasing their output, Germany’s aluminium factories, 
for instance, relied almost entirely on imported raw materials. High-grade 
steel was similarly reliant on metals not to be found in Germany. Buna 
production amounted to no more than 5 per cent of Germany’s domestic 


consumption of rubber in 1938; only 5,000 tonnes had been produced, as 
against a planned target of 29,000. Germany still depended on imports for 
half its mineral oil in 1939. Expansion to the East might bring new sources of 
oil within Germany’s reach, but it would certainly do nothing to alleviate the 
shortage of rubber. Above all, these increases in domestic production had to 
be set against massive growth in demand, above all from the armed forces. 
Initially, the armed forces had conceived of rearmament as a means of 
strengthening Germany’s defences; but the long-term goal was always the 
mounting of an offensive war against the East, and already on 30 December 
1935 General Ludwig Beck, Chief of the General Staff, built on the 
experience of successful armoured manoeuvres the previous summer to 
demand the creation of a more mobile kind of army, increasing the number of 
tank brigades and motorized infantry units. By the middle of 1936 the army 
was planning to include three armoured divisions and four motorized 
divisions in its peacetime force of thirty-six. All of these would require huge 


quantities of steel to build and massive amounts of fuel to drive 100 


Building naval strength was less urgent, since Hitler’s main aim in the short 
to medium term was the conquest of Europe, and above all Eastern Europe. 
But in the long term, as he had indicated in his unpublished second book, he 
envisaged a titanic transcontinental clash with the United States, and for this a 
large navy would be necessary. In the spring of 1937 he increased the number 
of battleships to be constructed from four to six, to be completed by 1944. In 
addition there were to be four pocket battleships (changed in 1939 to three 
battle cruisers), and the pace of construction increased sharply as the threat of 
war with Britain loomed ever closer. Expenditure on the navy rose from 187 
million Reichsmarks in 1932 to 497 two years later, 1,161 million in 1936 and 
2,390 million in 1939. In 1936 ship construction accounted for nearly half of 
all naval expenditure, though this had sunk to under a quarter by the eve of 
the war, as men were drafted in to crew the new fleet and munitions were 
manufactured for the new guns to fire. Even in 1938 the planned fleet was 
thought to require six million tonnes of fuel oil a year and two million of 
diesel oil, in a situation in which total German consumption of mineral oils 
stood at six million, of which less than half was produced at home. Plans for 
the expansion of the air force were even more ambitious, and came up rapidly 
against very similar constraints. Overriding the objections of the army and 
navy, which saw airplanes as little more than support forces, Hitler created a 
Reich Aviation Ministry on 10 May 1933 under Hermann Goring, himself a 
former fighter pilot. Géring, aided by his talented and energetic state secretary 
Erhard Milch, a former director of the Lufthansa airline, immediately adopted 
a plan drawn up by another Lufthansa director, Robert Knauss, that envisaged 


an independent air force designed to fight a two-front war against France and 
Poland. Long-range bombers were the key to success, argued Knauss. By 
1935 aircraft production had been reorganized, with many firms making 
components, thus saving the time of the big manufacturers such as Junkers, 
Heinkel or Dornier. Defensive fighters were soon added to the Ministry’s 
targets. In July 1934 a long-term programme envisaged the manufacture of 
more than 2,000 fighters, another 2,000 bombers, 700 dive-bombers, over 
1,500 reconnaisance aircraft and thousands more training aircraft by the end 
of March 1938. By 1937, however, iron and steel shortages were beginning to 
have a serious effect on these ambitious plans. Constant changes in the design 
of bombers slowed things down further. Aircraft production actually fell from 


1937 to 1938, from around 5,600 to 5,200,101 

Meanwhile, iron ore imports increased from just over 4.5 million tonnes in 
1933 to almost 21 million tonnes in 1938; the drive to rearm was negating the 
drive for autarky. Nevertheless, restrictions on foreign currency severely 
limited the extent to which shortfalls could be made good by imports. By 
1939 the army was imposing what an American survey later described as 
‘drastic restrictions on the use of motor vehicles in order to save rubber and 
fuel’. Already in 1937 it only received half the steel it wanted. Ammunition 
was in short supply, and too few barracks were being constructed to house the 
rapidly growing numbers of troops. The navy was unable to obtain the steel it 


needed to fulfil its shipbuilding programme.102 In 1937 the air force only 


received a third of the steel it required to meet its production targets. In 
October 1938, however, Goring announced a fivefold increase in the size of 
the air force to a size so enormous that it would have required the import of 
85 per cent of known world production of aircraft fuel to keep it going. 
Nearly 20,000 front and reserve aircraft were to be ready for action at the 
beginning of the coming war in late 1941 or early 1942. In the event, when 
war actually did break out, the air force had just 4,000 aircraft ready for 
action. This was an impressive number, especially when compared to the 
situation six years before, but it was far below the target envisaged by 


Goring.293 


By 1939, shortages of raw materials were leading to grotesque 
consequences for the everyday life of ordinary Germans. From 1937 onwards, 
the regime began to encourage the collection of scrap metal in order to feed 
the insatiable demands of the iron and steel industry. It became people’s 
patriotic duty to surrender any old or unused metal objects to the authorities. 
A Reich Commissioner, Wilhelm Ziegler, was appointed to organize the 
collection and, increasingly, the forced requisition of scrap. In 1938 he 


ordered the removal of all metal garden fences throughout the Reich. 
Uniformed brownshirts forcibly uprooted iron railings around factories, 
churches, cemeteries and parks. Iron lampposts were replaced by wooden 
ones. Iron railings around family graves were tom down by gangs of 
stormtroopers, who also combed factories and workplaces for wire, tubing 
and other disused metal objects. Boys from the Hitler Youth searched people’s 
cellars and attics for discarded tin plates, disused metal radiators, old keys and 
the like. Everywhere, local committees were formed to organize the hunt for 
scrap. Metal for non-military purposes was strictly rationed, and heavy fines 
were meted out to building contractors who installed central heating with 
metal piping in their houses instead of the more old-fashioned tiled stoves. 
When a toilet was put into a house, its outlet pipes had to be made of clay 
rather than iron. Homeowners and town councils tried to replace confiscated 
iron lampposts and railings with wooden ones, but there was a shortage of 
wood as well, also leading to a shortage of paper. Building projects were 
instructed to cut back their use of wood by 20 per cent, while country- 
dwellers were told to burn peat instead of usable wood. Coal for domestic use 
was rationed. Official limits were placed on the use of gold by watchmakers. 
A black market began to grow up in metal spare parts for washing machines 
and other domestic appliances. There were instances of copper and other 
metals being stolen and sold to arms manufacturers, who were by now so 
desperate that they did not ask too many questions about where it all came 


from,104 


IV 


In addition to shortages of raw materials, the rearmament programme also 
created bottlenecks in the labour supply that became steadily tighter as time 
went on. As coal, iron and steel production, engineering, manufacturing, 
armaments and munitions factories sucked in all the available skilled and 
semi-skilled labour, the regime was forced to rethink its attitude towards 
women’s work. Women might not be able to work in heavy industry, but 
surely they would be able to take over more jobs in clerical work, and in 
assembly-lines in modern sectors of the economy like chemicals and 
electrotechnics and more generally in consumer goods production. Already in 
a series of decrees in 1936-7, the government withdrew the requirement that a 
woman receiving a marriage loan would have to give up her job and not take 
another one. This led to an immediate increase in the number of applications 
for loans, as might have been expected, and heralded a general reorientation 


of policy towards women’s work across the board. Only in one area, largely 
by chance, did restrictions become tighter: Following a conference in the 
Reich Justice Ministry in August 1936, at which participants raised among 
other things the issue of women in the judicial system, Martin Bormann asked 
Hitler whether women should be allowed to practise as lawyers. Hitler’s 
response was comprehensively negative: women, he told Bormann, could not 
become judges or lawyers; if they were legally qualified, then jobs should be 


found for them in the civil service 122 Apart from this area, however, women 
were returning to employment in larger numbers already. The number of 
women physicians increased from 2,814, or 6 per cent of the profession, in 
1934, to 3,650, or 7 per cent of the profession, in early 1939, by which time 
42 per cent of them were married. More significantly, women workers in 
industry grew in number from 1,205,000 in 1933 to 1,846,000 in 1938. The 
growing labour shortage in the countryside also led to an increased use of 
female family labour on the farms. Aware of the need to provide welfare and 
other kinds of support particularly for married women workers with children, 
the German Labour Front, the Nazi successor to the old trade unions, put 
increasing pressure on employers to provide day-nurseries for the young 
children of female workers and to regulate hours and conditions of women 


workers so that their health would not suffer. 106 


In February 1938 the Four-Year Plan organization announced that all 
women under twenty-five who wanted to work in industry or the service 
sector had first to complete a year of duty on a farm (or in domestic work for 
married women workers). Extended ten months later, the scheme mobilized 
66,400 young women by July 1938, and another 217,000 by July 1939. This 
was far more successful than the voluntary labour service promoted by the 
various Nazi women’s organizations with much the same purpose; by 1939 
there were only just over 36,000 young women working, mainly on farms, as 


part of these programmes.102 One young woman who took part in such a 


scheme was the League of German Girls activist Melita Maschmann, who did 
her labour service in rural East Prussia. Here she encountered a degree of 
poverty and backwardness wholly alien to her comfortable background in the 
upper middle class of Berlin. Long hours of hard physical work were relieved 
only by short periods of sport, political instruction or singing. Nevertheless, 
despite all the hardships, as a committed member of the League of German 
Girls, she found the experience uplifting, even inspiring. She later confessed: 


Our camp community was a model in miniature of what I imagined the 
National Community to be. It was a completely successful model. Never 
before or since have I known such a good community, even where the 


composition was more homogeneous in every respect. Amongst us there 
were peasant girls, students, factory girls, hairdressers, schoolgirls, 
office workers and so on . . . The knowledge that this model of a 
National Community had afforded me such intense happiness gave birth 
to an optimism to which I clung obstinately until 1945. Upheld by this 
experience, I believed, despite all the evidence to the contrary, that the 
pattern of our camp would one day be magnified on an infinite scale - if 


not in the next then in future generations.208 


For farmers themselves, untrained city girls were often of little use, 
however. Moreover, in the economy as a whole, two-thirds of married 
women were still not registered as employed on the eve of the war in 
1939. If they did work, it was often as unregistered, part-time cleaners 


or family assistants, above all in the countryside.192 


By contrast, more than 90 per cent of unmarried adult women had jobs in 
1939. Yet the increase since 1933 in the number of female industrial workers 
had not kept pace with the corresponding increase in the number of male 
industrial workers: between 1933 and 1939 the percentage of women working 
in industry actually fell, from just over 29 per cent to just over 25. The Labour 
Front’s attempts to persuade firms to provide facilities for working mothers 
had largely run into the sands. The mobilization of the potential female labour 
force also ran up against the continuing insistence of the regime and its 
leaders that women’s most important role was to bear and bring up children 
for the Reich. Marriage loans, with their continuing bonuses for every child 
born, and the general recovery of male employment in the course of 
rearmament made it seem unnecessary for mothers to endure the hardships of 
factory work while bringing up a family. Towards the end of 1937, indeed, the 
government even attempted to make girls leaving school get training in 
domestic science and childcare before they entered the labour market. In 
reality, neither working men, nor their womenfolk, nor the regime itself really 
thought it appropriate for women to work in heavy industry, iron and steel or 
other arms-related industries in what were generally agreed to be men’s jobs. 
Despite pressure from the armed forces for the mobilization of what one 
senior labour official described in June 1939 as a huge potential labour supply 
of some 3.5 million women currently without paid employment, the 
contradiction between economic interest and ideological belief ensured that 


nothing was done to draft women into war production before 1939110 
Behind the scenes, too, Hitler and the leading Nazis were concerned about 
another potential problem. Believing, as they did, that Germany had lost the 


First World War on the home front, not in the trenches, they were almost 
obsessively concerned to avoid what they thought of as a repetition of the 
poverty, privation and hardship suffered between 1914 and 1918 by the 
families of serving soldiers at home. Knowledge of this, they thought, had 
demoralized the troops and made the population in general susceptible to the 
blandishments of subversives and revolutionaries. The spectre of 1918 
haunted all the Nazis’ preparations for war in the late 1930s. Drafting women 
into factory work would have given it concrete shape. With the outbreak of a 
new war, the men called up to fight would fight harder if they knew their 
wives were not having to slave long hours on assembly-lines producing 
munitions, but were instead being cared for, together with their children, by 


the Third Reich! ll this meant that the regime had to look elsewhere for 
labour as rearmament began to intensify demand for particular kinds of 
workers from 1936 onwards. This meant above all foreign labour. 
Recruitment and virtually every other aspect of the control of workers from 
other countries had already been centralized under the Labour Ministry in 
1933, building on previous laws and regulations that gave German workers 
priority and reduced foreign workers to the status of second-class citizens. Up 
to the summer of 1938 foreign workers were mostly unskilled and were 
recruited to alleviate the desperate shortage of labour on farms and to work on 
construction sites. Seasonal Polish workers, along with Italians, made up the 
bulk of this workforce. Between 1936/ 7 and 1938/9 the number of foreign 
workers increased from 274,000 to 435,000. Yet foreign workers were a drain 
on the economy because they sent much-needed hard currency back home. 
Thus their numbers had to be kept in check unless some means could be 
found of stopping them damaging Germany’s balance of payments. By 1938- 
9, a solution was beginning to appear, predicated, as so much else in the 
economy, on foreign conquest through war. Foreign workers would be 
recruited as forced labour, from prisoners of war and other groups in countries 
like Poland and Czechoslovakia once the Germans had taken control of them. 
And they would be subject to a particularly harsh police regime that would 
ensure they would do as they were told. Regulations along these lines were 
already introduced in August 1938 and toughened up in June 1939. They were 


to reach draconian extremes during the wartl2 


Meanwhile, however, all these measures did little to alleviate the immediate 
problems they were intended to address. The difficulties which the German 
economy was experiencing in 1938-9 were a testimony to the fundamental 
contradictions inherent in the Four-Year Plan. Its basic aim was to render 
Germany self-sufficient in foodstuffs and raw materials in preparation for a 


lengthy war along the lines of 1914-18, a precedent that was never far from 
the forefront of Hitler’s mind. A general European war, focused on the 
invasion of the East but encompassing the traditional enemy, France, and 
perhaps Great Britain as well, was expected to begin some time in the early 
1940s. Yet by accelerating the pace of rearmament, the Plan created tensions 
and bottlenecks that could only be resolved by bringing the date of military 
action forward in order to obtain fresh supplies of raw materials and 
foodstuffs from conquered countries such as Austria and Czechoslovakia. 
This meant in turn that a general war might break out when Germany was less 
than fully prepared for it. The war that came would have to be swift and 
decisive because the economy was clearly in no shape to sustain a prolonged 


conflict in 1938-9.143 This solution was already becoming clear to Hitler in 
1937, when, at the meeting recorded by Friedrich Hossbach, he told his 
military chiefs that the forthcoming ‘descent upon the Czechs’ would have to 


be carried out ‘with lightning speed’ +14 The state of preparedness of the 
economy simply would not allow for a long-drawn-out conflict. The concept 
of the ‘lightning war’, the Blitzkrieg, was born. Yet neither economic 
planning, nor military technology and arms production, was doing anything to 
help prepare for putting it into effect. 


V 


The Four-Year Plan marked a massive escalation of state intervention in the 
economy. The priorities were being set by the regime, not by industry, and 
mechanisms were being put in place to make sure that business fulfilled them 
whatever the consequences to itself. The senior staff of the Plan were all hard- 
line National Socialists, from Goring at the top through the Regional Leaders 
Walter K6hler and Adolf Wagner, the ‘old fighter’ Wilhelm Keppler and 
others, who had largely displaced the traditionalist economic bureaucrats who 
had worked with Schacht. At the same time, however, given the focus of the 
Plan on synthetic fuel and synthetic rubber, as well as chemical fertilizers for 
agriculture and synthetic fibres for clothing and uniforms, it was not 
surprising that senior managers of I.G. Farben, the mammoth firm that was 
being commissioned to manufacture these products, played a key role in the 
Plan’s administration. Most prominent amongst them was one of the firm’s 
directors, Carl Krauch, in charge of research and development under the Plan, 
but there were others too, notably Johannes Eckell, head of the chemical 
division. Clearly these men were there above all for their expertise; but they 
also took on these jobs not least in the interests of their own company. This 


has led some historians to describe the Four-Year Plan as an ‘I.G. Farben 
Plan’ and to ascribe a good deal of the impetus behind the armaments and 
autarky programmes to the profit-making greed of big business. After the war, 
indeed, twenty-three leading figures in the firm were put on trial at 
Nuremberg for conspiring to prepare and launch a war. Although they were in 
fact acquitted of this charge, a large literature, not all of it Marxist, ascribed to 
I.G. Farben in particular and German big business in general a large part of 


the responsibility in driving Europe and the world to war in 1933-9.415 More 
generally, a huge mass of Marxist and neo-Marxist writing both at the time 
and subsequently, particularly in the 1950s and 1960s, sought to present the 
economic and ultimately too the foreign and military policy of the Third 


Reich as driven by capitalist interests. 216 


Yet already in the 1960s, some Marxist historians were beginning to argue 
that in Nazi Germany at least, the economy was subjected to a ‘primacy of 
politics’ in which the key parameters were set by ideology rather than by 


capitalist self-interest 42 The truth is, the economic system of the Third 
Reich defied easy categorization. To some extent its sheer irrationality 
undermines any attempt to portray it as a system at all. Superficially, the 
Four-Year Plan in Germany was more than reminiscent of Stalin’s Five-Year 
Plan in the Soviet Union. But Nazi economic planning was clearly not 
designed to further the interests of the working class, as its Soviet counterpart 
was, at least officially. While Soviet planning under Stalin more or less 
eliminated free markets and free enterprise, Nazi planning left business intact, 
from great firms like I.G. Farben all the way down to small retailers and 
backstreet artisanal workshops. On the other hand, Nazi rhetoric, especially in 
the 1920s, had a strongly anti-capitalist flavour, so it is not surprising that 
business only swung round to support the Party after Hitler became 
Chancellor in January 1933. The destruction of the labour movement in the 
following months convinced many businessmen that they were right to back 
the new regime. But as time went on, businessmen found that the regime had 
its own objectives that increasingly diverged from their own. Chief of these 
was the ever more frenetic drive to rearm and prepare for war. Initially, 
business was happy to accommodate itself to this objective, which brought it 
renewed and then increased orders. Even consumer goods producers benefited 
from the armaments-driven economic recovery. But within a few years, as the 
regime’s demands began to outstrip German industry’s capacity to fulfil them, 


industrialists’ doubts began to grow.218 


Few industrialists’ reactions to this process were as sharp as those of the 
steel boss Fritz Thyssen, whose support of the Nazi Party before 1933 was as 


extreme as the extent of his disillusion with the movement six years later. In 
1939 Thyssen bitterly condemned the state’s direction of the economy and 
prophesied that the Nazis would soon start shooting industrialists who did not 
fulfil the conditions prescribed by the Four-Year Plan, just as their equivalents 
were shot in Soviet Russia. He fled abroad after the outbreak of the war, his 
property was confiscated by the Gestapo, and he was subsequently arrested in 


France and put into a concentration camp.112 His alarm at the state’s growing 


interference in the economy was shared by many others, however. At the 
centre of their concerns was the Four-Year Plan. In his attempt to increase 
supplies of domestic raw materials, Goring had first of all berated 
industrialists for their egotism in exporting their products for profit instead of 
using them to further German rearmament, then taken matters into his own 
hands, nationalizing private deposits of iron ore, taking over control of all 
privately owned steelworks and setting up a new company, known as the 
Hermann Goring Works. 

Founded in July 1937, this state-owned and state-run enterprise, based at 
Salzgitter, was designed to produce and process low-grade German iron ore at 
an uneconomic price, something private industry had been unwilling to do. 
The Hermann Goring Works would use the state’s money to pay over the odds 
for coking coal and other raw materials, and for labour too, forcing private 
firms to compete. The effect would be to push up the price of German iron 
and steel and make it more difficult to export; yet exports at this time were 
where the biggest profits lay. Worse still, the Hermann Goring Works soon 
began taking over small firms in the same area, then in April 1938 the 
Rheinmetall-Borsig armaments company. The nationalization of the large 
Thyssen concern was in fact part of a wider process in which Goéring was 
getting industry into line to serve the interests of autarky and rearmament. 
Heavy industrialists in firms such as the United Steelworks, backed behind 
the scenes by Schacht while he was still in office, objected furiously to this 
increase in state ownership and control and to state-subsidized competition 
with their own enterprises. They began intriguing against the Four-Year Plan 
and talking about ways of getting state controls reduced. Goring had their 
secret meetings bugged and their telephone conversations tapped and even 
summoned the two leading conspirators to his office to play back recordings 
of their conversations. Faced with such pressure, and the more than implicit 
threat of arrest and consignment to a concentration camp, the industrialists, 


intimidated, disillusioned and divided, caved in 120 


Typical of such men in many respects was the steel magnate and arms 
manufacturer Gustav Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach, who had presided over 


the Krupp firm in the company town of Essen, in the Ruhr, since marrying 
into the family in 1906. The Krupps had a long and close association with the 
Prussian state, which they supplied with arms. Kaiser Wilhelm II himself had 
given formal permission to Gustav to add the Krupp name to his own on his 
marriage to the family heiress Bertha. From that point on, Gustav, previously 
a career diplomat (although from an industrial family), regarded the 
preservation of the firm as his principal task in life. Stiff, formal, cold and 
unbending, he worked long hours to further the company’s interests, and was 
rewarded by huge armaments orders which ensured that by 1917, 85 per cent 
of Krupp’s output consisted of war-related products. Although not active in 
politics, Gustav was, like most industrialists, a conservative nationalist; 
Alfred Hugenberg was the chairman of the company’s supervisory board from 
1909 on, and the two men shared many of the same views. A paternalist who 
supplied his workers with housing, welfare and other benefits in return for 
their agreement not to join trade unions or engage in political activity, Gustav 
thought the state should behave in much the same way, looking after the 
masses so long as it retained their loyalty. This became more difficult for the 
firm during the postwar inflation and even more so during the French 
occupation of 1923, during which Gustav was imprisoned for seven months 
for allegedly encouraging German resistance. However, the company 
survived, reorienting itself successfully towards peacetime production until it 
was hit by the world economic crisis in 1929. By 1933 its output of steel and 
coal had virtually halved since 1927, and its workforce at Essen had been 


reduced from 49,000 to little over 28,000,421 

These events did not turn Gustav Krupp into a supporter of Nazism. On the 
contrary, he regarded its demagogy with considerable distaste, preferring to 
lend his support to the radical-conservative government of Franz von Papen. 
Krupp’s importance was enhanced by his position as head of the Reich 
Association of German Industry, the national organization of employers, on 
behalf of whom he lobbied against the idea of autarky and promoted the idea 
of a strong state which would repress the unions, cut welfare expenditure, and 
provide the political stability necessary for a recovery of the economy. Like 
many others, he did not at first see Hitler’s appointment as Reich Chancellor 
on 30 January 1933 as much more than the creation of yet another short-lived 
Weimar government. In the subsequent election campaign he gave funds to 
Papen and the German People’s Party in the forlorn hope of a conservative 
victory. Under pressure from Thyssen and other supporters of the new regime, 
he was forced to agree to the ‘co-ordination’ of the Reich Association. When 
Paul Silverberg, a Cologne industrialist and one of the Association’s most 
prominent figures, was deprived of his positions in 1933 and forced into exile 


because he was Jewish, Krupp made a point of going to visit him in his new 
Swiss home. He did not join the Nazi Party in its first years of rule, and 
although he became director of the ‘Adolf-Hitler Donation from the German 
Economy’, which regularly supplied the Nazi Party with large sums of money 
from June 1933 onwards, this was not least undertaken in order to fend off the 
numerous and rapacious demands made to industrialists and employers for ad 
hoc donations by Regional Leaders, brownshirt gangs and local Party 
officials. A visitor who met Krupp in Berlin towards the end of 1934 found 
him in despair at the arbitrary nature of Party rule. ‘Believe me’, he said, ‘we 


are worse off here than the natives in Timbuctoo.’£22 

Nevertheless, Krupp on balance was not dissatisfied with the Third Reich in 
the early years of its rule. He was reassured by the presence in government of 
men like Papen and Schacht, the continuing domination of the armed forces 
by officers like Blomberg and Fritsch, the relatively orthodox financial 
policies pursued by the Economics Ministry, and above all the swelling order 
books that resulted in a virtual doubling of Krupp’s profits by 1935 and an 
increase in the workforce at Essen from 26,360 at the beginning of October 
1932 to 51,801 two years later. Before long, however, Krupp began to find 
that the new regime did not allow his company the freedom of action he 
wanted for it. An important part of the firm’s growth lay in exports, including 
major arms contracts in Turkey and Latin America, and Krupp was 
sufficiently concerned about the regime’s growing drive for autarky to speak 
out against it in public in 1935. He continued to maintain a mixed portfolio of 
products, in which armaments were only part of a wider whole. From 1937 he 
began to become alarmed at the Four-Year Plan’s downgrading of basic heavy 
industry, its hostility to international trade and its promotion of state 
ownership, above all in the Reich Works. The growth in the firm’s profits had 
slowed down considerably. The independence Krupp had sought for his 
business had become severely restricted by the regime’s manic concentration 
on preparations for a European war, in which the Krupp firm’s name marked 
it out for a significant part. The government provided it with interest-free 
loans to expand capacity, but only at the price of putting the state in charge of 
determining what it was used for. Things had not turned out at all as Krupp 
had hoped, and already in 1937 he was beginning to put his business in the 
hands of younger men who, he hoped, would press his company’s interests 
more aggressively than he himself now felt able to do. In 1941 he suffered the 
first of a series of strokes that forced him to relinquish his part in the business 
altogether. Incapacitated, he lived on until 1950, largely oblivious of what 


was going on around him.123 


Ostensibly, a concern like I.G. Farben, whose products were at the centre of 
the regime’s plans for an autarkic economy, was better placed to profit from 
the Third Reich. From 1933 onwards its influence on the formation and 
implementation of government economic policy in this area grew rapidly. The 
concern began preparing for war as early as 5 September 1935, when it 
established an Army Liaison Office to co-ordinate preparation for a war 
economy. Yet the combine’s role should not be exaggerated, for its share of 
expenditure under the Plan amounted in all to no more than a quarter, and the 
share of the chemical industry in the German economy overall did not 
markedly increase under the Third Reich. Metal processing, iron, steel and 
mining were always more central to the rearmament programme. At the same 
time, I.G. Farben was forced to reorient its own production increasingly to 
meet the military demands of the regime. Complex and seemingly 
interminable negotiations over the financial conditions under which the 
combine would produce the much-desired buna (synthetic rubber) illustrated 
only too clearly the gulf between the primacy business placed on profits and 
the disregard the Four-Year Plan had for anything except accelerating 
rearmament and the drive towards autarky. I.G. Farben dragged its feet in the 
process because of its concern to minimize costs. By the autumn of 1939, 
national output of buna was only just in excess of two-thirds of the targeted 
30,000 tons, while production and stockpiles of rubber in September 1939 


were only sufficient for two months of warfare.t24 Such caution ensured that 
the giant combine did well out of the Four-Year Plan, though growth rates 
were still slower than they had been in the initial years of recovery. From 
1933 to 1936, net profits grew by 91 per cent, and between 1936 and 1939 by 
another 71 per cent. The five most important branches of the combine under 
the Plan - fuel oil, metal, rubber, plastics and nitrogen for explosives - 
increased their share in I.G. Farben’s turnover from 28 per cent in 1936 to 
almost 33 per cent in 1939; during this period they accounted for more than 
AO per cent of the combine’s sales. But the contribution made to the total 
turnover of I.G. Farben by product lines fostered by the Four-Year Plan only 
grew from 28.4 per cent in 1936 to 32.4 per cent in 1939, and the combine in 
effect had to pay for the development of these products itself. Thus neither 
was the Plan mainly dependent on I.G. Farben, nor I.G. Farben on the 


Plan.222 

Big business undoubtedly benefited from rearmament and more generally 
from the economic recovery that occurred, partly in the natural form of the 
economic upswing that had already begun before the Nazis came to power, 
and then increasingly from the knock-on effects of rearmament for the rest of 


the economy. The financial policies pursued by Schacht were bold and 
ingenious but in the end financially relatively orthodox. By 1938 they had run 
their course, and the regime, running up against the limits imposed on 
rearmament by the profit motive that was always the central feature of free 
enterprise, began to take matters into its own hands. Hitler’s unrelenting drive 
to rearm had already brought vastly increased interference by the regime in 
the economy with the Four-Year Plan. By 1938 the Nazi Party and various 
affiliated organizations such as the Labour Front, under Hitler’s direction, 
were creating huge economic enterprises that aimed to bypass conventional 
capitalist operations in the pursuit of the regime’s power-political goals. The 
automobile industry was to be outflanked by the Volkswagen company; iron 
and steel by the Hermann Goring Works. A rapidly swelling flood of laws and 
regulations aimed at setting limits on prices, forcing the rationalization of 
businesses, diverting investment into war-related branches, imposing 
production quotas, steering foreign trade, and much more. 

Promises made in the Party programme and subsequently to nationalize the 
banks and stock exchanges of Germany had quietly been forgotten as the 
realities of the financial world became clear to Hitler and his lieutenants. 


They needed money, and banks were needed to supply it 126 Nevertheless, 
here too the regime gradually imposed tighter and more comprehensive 
controls on financial institutions in order to steer capital into the rearmament 
programme. By 1939 a series of laws on credit, mortages, loans and banks 
had ensured that freedom to invest in anything apart from rearmament had 


been severely curbed.42Z Businessmen spent increasing amounts of time 
dealing with the mass of regulations and requirements imposed on them by 
the state. These involved increasingly detailed interference in production and 
trade. On 2 March 1939, for instance, Colonel von Schell, Plenipotentiary for 
the Automobile Industry, issued a series of orders restricting the number of 
different models that could be manufactured. Thus the production of spare 
parts could be rationalized and made less expensive, and military vehicles 
could be repaired more quickly and efficiently. Instead of 113 different kinds 
of truck and van, for example, only nineteen were allowed to be manufactured 
in future, and by specifically nominated companies. ‘Private property has 
remained in industry, to be sure,’ concluded a critical observer, but very little 
initiative remained ‘for entrepreneurial initiative, which is being pushed back 


by the power of the state in giving orders.’428 No wonder that some thought 
that the socialism in National Socialism was coming to the fore once more. 


ARYANIZING THE ECONOMY 


I 


‘Socialism’ in the Nazis’ ideology had involved a real element of hostility to 
big business in the early 1920s, usually mixed with a strong dose of 
antisemitism. In the last years of the Weimar Republic, Hitler had done his 
best to play this down. What was left was, predictably, a continuing hatred of 
Jews’ role in the German economy, which the Nazis exaggerated for their own 
purposes. The economic history of the Third Reich is indeed inseparable from 
the history of the regime’s expropriation of the Jews, a vast campaign of 
plunder with few parallels in modern history. In keeping with those 
ideological imperatives, one of the prime targets of Nazi propaganda before 
1933 had been the department store (Warenhaus ), where since the late 
nineteenth century people had been able to go to buy cheap, mass-produced 
goods of all kinds. Many of the founders of such stores were Jewish, 
reflecting perhaps the existing concentration of Jews in drapery and similar 
branches of the retailing trade. 

The most famous of these enterprises had been founded by members of the 
Wertheim family after 1875, when Ida and Abraham Wertheim opened a 
small shop in Stralsund selling clothes and manufactured goods. Soon their 
five sons joined them, and introduced a new system of retailing based on high 
turnover, low profit margins, fixed prices for goods, a broad selection of 
merchandise, a right to return or exchange goods and payment strictly in cash. 
The firm grew quickly, and in 1893-4 it constructed a large new building on 
the Oranienstrasse in the Berlin district of Kreuzberg, followed by three more 
stores in the capital. Wertheim offered a new concept of shopping, in bright, 
airy and well-designed stores with helpful shop assistants and a mixture of 
cheap and luxury goods to encourage impulse buying. It also displayed an 
advanced attitude towards labour relations and employee welfare; the 
company was the first in Germany, for example, to make Sunday a 
compulsory rest day for all those who worked for it. The Wertheims were not 
the only Jewish family to found a chain of department stores; in 1882, for 
instance, Hermann Tietz and his nephew Oscar founded a small shop in Gera, 
on similar principles. This too flourished, and by 1930 the Tietzes owned 
fifty-eight department stores, including the famous KaDeWe (Kaufhaus des 
Westens, or Department Store of the West) in Berlin. Compared to the annual 
sales of the Tietz stores, which stood at 490 million Reichsmarks in 1928, and 


their massive workforce of more than 31,450 employees, Wertheim by this 
stage, with a mere seven stores and 10,450 employees and sales of 128 


million Reichsmarks, was a relatively modest enterprise. 129 


Despite their popularity, these department stores accounted for less than 5 


per cent of total retail sales in Germany up to the late 1920s.420 antisemitic 


attacks on them remained muted before 1914, even among small retailers’ 


associations. This situation changed with the economic problems of the 


early Weimar Years. Point 16 of the Nazi Party programme appealed directly 
to small shopkeepers in 1920 when it demanded the ‘immediate 
nationalization of the big department stores and their renting out at low prices 


to small businessmen’.432 In 1932, a local election pamphlet in Lower 


Saxony urged retailers and small tradesmen to join the Party to oppose the 
opening of new branches of ‘the vampire business’ of Woolworth’s, which 


would supposedly ruin them in the name of ‘finance capital’ 433 In March 
1933 stormtroopers broke into a branch of Woolworth’s in Gotha and trashed 
the entire store; violent attacks were launched on a number of department 
stores irrespective of their ownership. In Braunschweig the restaurant in a 
local department store was shot to pieces by brownshirts armed with pistols. 
Less dramatically, there were many demands in the first months of the Third 
Reich to close down the department stores or tax them out of existence. But 
the Ministry of Economics and the Nazi leadership quickly realized that 
closing down enterprises that employed so many scores of thousands of 
people would seriously damage the ‘battle for work’. Hess stepped in to 
protect the department stores, and the nationwide boycott of Jewish-owned 


shops on 1 April 1933 had no impact beyond the day itself, 434 

Nevertheless, the department stores soon began to _ experience 
discrimination in less obvious ways. When the Ministry of Finance began to 
issue marriage loans from the summer of 1933 onwards, for instance, the 
purchase coupons through which the loans were made were not allowed to be 
redeemed in department stores, whether or not they were Jewish-owned, or in 
Jewish businesses of any kind. One official report estimated that those shops 
and businesses affected lost at least 135 million Reichsmarks in sales in 1934. 
Department stores, irrespective of their ownership, and Jewish businesses of 
all kinds were also banned from advertising in the press from the middle of 
1933 onwards. Coming on top of a decline in sales that had begun already 
with the onset of the Depression in 1933, this got them into serious 
difficulties. Sales figures for the Hermann Tietz stores fell by up to 41 per 
cent in 1933. The company was forced to seek a loan of 14 million 


Reichsmarks from the banks. Brokered by Economics Minister Schmitt, who 
wanted to avoid a spectacular bankruptcy involving the loss of 14,000 jobs, 
serious damage to suppliers and financial problems for the banks, the loan 
was made conditional on the ‘Aryanization’ of the management, or in other 
words the removal of Jewish owners, board members and other senior 
officials. The remaining Tietz brothers were forced out in 1934 after a lengthy 
audit, with a compensation of 1.2 million Reichsmarks. Covering his back, 
Schmitt made sure to obtain Hitler’s approval for these arrangements. From 
now on the stores were known under the name Hertie, which ingeniously kept 
the link to their founder’s name while at the same time advertising to 
everyone that the business had been placed on a new footing; Leonard Tietz’s 
stores were renamed with the neutral-sounding title of Kaufhof, or ‘shopping 


court’ 135 


These events prompted the remaining members of the Wertheim family to 
take action to preserve their own interests. A family friend, the banker Emil 
Georg von Stauss, who knew Hitler and Goring personally and supported the 
Nazi Party in various ways, was brought onto the board. His protection 
ensured that attempts by stormtroopers to close down the Wertheim store in 
Breslau were frustrated. But Nazi Party activists, especially those connected 
with its trade union branch, the Factory Cell Organization, barred Georg 
Wertheim from going into his own stores. He never ventured into one after 
1934 and stopped taking part in meetings of the company’s supervisory board. 
To avoid a repetition of the problems that had assailed the Tietz family, he 
transferred his shares and some of his late brother’s to his wife Ursula, who 
was not Jewish. She now became the majority shareholder. However, this did 
not get the firm out of difficulties. As Hertie and other chains successfully 
neutralized the Nazi assault on department stores by making it clear that they 
were not Jewish-owned, the hostility of both local Nazis and the central 
government and Party organizations was directed more precisely towards the 
chains, like Wertheim, that still were. The Propaganda Ministry ordered all 
Wertheim’s book departments to be closed early in 1936 following a 
denunciation by a former employee in Breslau, though the firm had already 
withdrawn at least 2,500 banned books from its shelves. Stauss managed to 
reverse the order, though only at the price of a donation of 24,000 
Reichsmarks from the firm to the German Schiller Foundation. Complaining 
about such pressures in an interview with the Minister of Economics, Georg 
Wertheim and his son were told by Schacht: ‘You have to howl with the 


wolves,’136 
The howling increased noticeably in 1936. Wertheim’s sales had in fact 


grown while those of its rivals had fallen. This may have been because the 
removal of Jewish managers and employees from rival chains had led to the 
appointment of inexperienced personnel in their stead, or because only 
Wertheim had retained its well-known and trusted image, name and style 
intact. Nevertheless, Stauss, who now held Ursula Wertheim’s shares in trust 
while she spent her income on expensive holidays, first forced the smaller 
family shareholders to transfer their shares to non-Jewish shareholders at well 
below their value, then made it clear to Georg and Ursula Wertheim that 
Hess’s office demanded that they must divorce if she was to be allowed to 
keep her shares; they did so in 1938. Charged by Hitler with buying land in 
Berlin on which the new Reich Chancellery was to be built, Stauss selected a 
site occupied by a number of properties owned by Wertheim, had the banks 
undervalue them to save money, then pressured Wertheim into selling them to 
pay off some of the debts that creditor banks were now calling in. By 1938 
there were no more Jewish shareholders, both Jewish managers had been 
forced out, and the last thirty-four Jewish employees had been fired; there is 
no evidence that they received any severance pay, in contrast to their 
colleagues in the other chains. In consultation with the Ministry of 
Economics, Stauss agreed to change the stores’ name from Wertheim to 
AWAG. This was a similar though less obvious compromise to the renaming 
agreed on for Tietz. Most people thought the new name was an acronym for 
A. Wertheim AG (Albrecht Wertheim Aktien-Gesellschaft , or Albrecht 
Wertheim Company). But it actually stood for Allgemeine Warenhaus Aktien- 
Gesellschaft, or General Department Store Company, thus severing it from 
any association with the family at all. Georg Wertheim, now over eighty years 
old and nearly blind, died on 31 December 1939. A year later, his widow 
married Arthur Lindgens, a non-Jewish member of the supervisory board of 


the new company.432 


Il 


The fate of the department stores illustrated in microcosm how the Nazi 
Party’s priorities had changed since 1920. Starting off with a pronounced anti- 
capitalist message, they had first soft-pedalled it under the influence of 
economic necessity, then substituted for it a determined drive to remove the 
Jews from the German economy. The department stores themselves did not 
disappear; indeed, the campaign against Jewish owners opened up new 
opportunities for non-Jewish companies to expand their operations. If, as the 
Nazis claimed, the country’s economic ills in the 1920s and early 1930s had 


originated with the Jews, then would they not be solved by, among other 
things, getting rid of the Jewish economic influence on business rather than 
by attacking business itself? The boycott of 1 April 1933 had already 
advertised the Party’s intentions in this respect. Although the boycott itself 
had met with relatively little public support, local Party groups continued to 
harass and attack Jewish shops and businesses, as the example of the 
Wertheim store in Breslau indicated. Stormtroopers continued to paint slogans 
on the display windows of Jewish-owned shops, to discourage people from 
patronizing such establishments, or to pressure local authorities into placing 
their orders elsewhere. Alarmed at the economic effects of such actions, the 
government and the Party issued a series of official warnings. Hitler himself 
issued a declaration at the beginning of October 1933 expressly permitting 
civil servants to buy goods in Jewish-owned shops and department stores. Yet 
in 1933’s Christmas shopping season, gangs of stormtroopers were again 
standing outside Jewish-owned shops in many localities with placards 
proclaiming anyone who went inside to be a traitor to the German race. 
Increasing numbers of local markets barred Jewish traders, no Jewish firms 
were permitted to advertise any more, local authorities broke off all business 
relations with Jewish-owned companies, and there were further, quite 
widespread boycott actions again in the spring of 1934. Violence often 
accompanied such events, ranging from the smashing of Jewish shop 
windows to a bomb attack on the synagogue in Ahaus, Westphalia. It 
culminated in a mass demonstration of up to 1,500 inhabitants of the town of 
Gunzenhausen, in Franconia - a town whose entire population numbered no 
more than 5,600. Inflamed by a vehemently antisemitic speech from a local 
Nazi leader, the demonstrators broke into the houses and flats of Jews in the 
town, and dragged thirty-five people off to the local prison, where one was 


subsequently found hanged.438 

German consumers gave little support to boycott actions. Under threat of 
reprisals if they patronized Jewish shops in their own small town, people in 
Falkenstein, noted the diarist Victor Klemperer in June 1934, travelled to 
nearby Auerbach to shop in a Jewish establishment there, where they would 
not be recognized; the inhabitants of Auerbach in turn visited the Jewish shop 


in Falkenstein.432 Even Hermann Goring was seen as late as 1936 paying a 


lengthy visit to Bernheimer’s carpet store in Munich, which ended with the 
purchase of two carpets for the impressive sum of 36,000 Reichsmarks. The 
February sales at Sally Eichengriin’s textile house in Munich in the same year 
were said by the local police to be attracting queues of customers. Both 
enterprises were Jewish-owned. The following year, the Security Service of 


the SS complained that - especially in Catholic areas - people were still 


ignoring the Party’s exhortations not to buy from Jewish businesses. 140 


Nevertheless, Party activists were not deterred. Many of them were motivated 
by the personal desire to get rid of business rivals at a time when the 


consumer economy was in the doldrums.14! Violent boycott campaigns 


continued throughout 1934 and reached a new high point in the Christmas 
shopping season. In November, for example, the district Party leadership of 
Baden-Baden sent the following threatening letter to a Jewish-owned toyshop, 
informing the owner: 


That we will in no way tolerate you, as a non-Aryan toyshop, selling 
models of SA and SS men. People are already upset by this and 
complaining to us about it. So we urgently request you to take these SA 
and SS model figures out of your Jew-shop, otherwise we will not be in 


any position to guarantee public order and tranquillity. 142 


On 23 and 24 December 1934, Party members in civilian clothing 
blocked the entrances to Jewish-owned shops and department stores in 
Frankfurt am Main, and shouted insults at customers, beating up those 
who persisted in trying to go in. They smashed the shop windows, and 
when police arrived to arrest them, they became so threatening that the 


officers had to draw their weapons, 143 This campaign proved the 


prelude to a much wider wave of economic terror, in which local Party 
organizations threatened to withdraw welfare payments from anyone 
seen entering a Jewish-owned shop. Civil servants and municipal 
employees in many localities were ordered to stay clear of such 
establishments. Such actions were particularly common in small-town 
Pomerania, Hesse and Central Franconia. In Marburg a large group of 
students entered a Jewish-owned shoe shop, drove out the customers 
and looted or destroyed the contents. In Biidingen almost all the shop 
windows of 

Jewish-owned retailers were smashed in the night of 18-19 April 1935. 
Similar incidents took place elsewhere. As these actions died down, a 
new wave of antisemitic attacks on Jewish-owned shops rolled across 
the country in the summer of 1935, including a total boycott in the 
centre of Munich on 25 May, carried out mainly by SS men in civilian 
clothes, some of whom burst into the shops and beat up the assistants. 
The action only came to an end after the boycotteers tried to storm a 


police station to release one of their number who had been arrested,+44 


The reaction of government ministers to these actions was mixed. Foreign 
Minister von Neurath for example told his colleagues that the antisemitic 
incidents would have no effect on foreign opinion; stopping them was not 
going to lead to any improvement in Germany’s international position. On the 
other hand, Economics Minister Hjalmar Schacht declared himself extremely 
wotried about their effect on the economy, including economic relations with 
other countries. Indeed, when the Party organization in the town of 
Arnswalde, in Brandenburg, put up a picture of the wife of the local branch 
manager of the Reichsbank in a display cabinet as a ‘traitor’ because she had 
been seen shopping at a Jewish-owned establishment, Schacht closed the 
branch in protest. On 18 August 1935 he spoke out in a public address held in 
K@6nigsberg. ‘Lord’, he said, ‘preserve me from my friends. That is,’ he went 
on, ‘from the people who heroically daub shop windows under cover of 
darkness, branding every German who buys goods in a Jewish shop as a 
traitor to the people . . . Nevertheless, Schacht, despite his later claims to the 
contrary, was not opposed in principle to driving the Jews out of economic 
life. He believed, as he explained to a group of ministers and senior officials 
two days later, ‘that letting this lawlessness take its course among other things 
puts a question mark under rearmament. His remarks’, the minutes of the 
meeting reported, ‘culminated in the statement that the programme of the 
NSDAP must be carried out, but only on the basis of legal decrees.’ Schacht 
agreed with the Gestapo and Party representatives that the way forward lay in 
an orderly, legal restriction of the ability of Jews to engage in business, the 
public marking of Jewish shops as such, and the exclusion of Jewish 


businesses from public contracts. 145 Indeed, Schacht shared in full measure 
the antisemitic prejudices of many bourgeois Germans, remarking as late as 
1953 that Jews had brought an ‘alien spirit’ into German culture in the 
Weimar Republic, and had been too prominent in many areas of public 


life 148 He co-operated fully in the dismissal of Jewish officials from the 
Reichsbank under the so-called Law for the Re-establishment of a 
Professional Civil Service and publicly defended the antisemitic laws passed 
by the regime in the years 1933 and 1935; it was only open violence that he 


rejected 147 

Yet there were less violent means of putting pressure on Jewish firms, and 
these were often more effective. The huge size of Nazi organizations like the 
SA, the Labour Front or indeed the Party itself gave them a great deal of 
economic power through the placing of bulk orders for constructions, 
furnishings, flags, uniforms and supplies of all kinds. They used these from 
the outset to discriminate against Jewish-owned businesses. The shoe industry 


was a case in point. Under the Third Reich, not surprisingly, it profited 
enormously from a tremendous rise in demand for jackboots. But these orders 
went of course to non-Jewish companies. Jewish-owned firms, however, 
dominated the industry, so that there was an immediate pressure on them to 
Aryanize. Almost as soon as Hitler became Reich Chancellor, for example, a 
campaign began against the Salamander shoe company, which was half 
Jewish-owned and had contracts with about 2,000 individually owned 
branches, some 500 of which were also Jewish-owned. Stormtroopers had 
already burst into some of these shops and closed them down by the end of 
March 1933, while the Nazi press organized a boycott campaign against the 
firm itself, accusing it (without any justification) of fleecing its customers and 
ensuring that it did not receive any bulk orders from Party organizations. 
Sales began to plummet. Seeing a crisis looming, the Jewish family that 
owned half of the shares sold its holding for a million Reichsmarks to the 
non-Jewish family that owned the other half. The company then fired its 
Jewish employees, removed its Jewish board members, and cancelled its 
contracts with its Jewish-owned branch stores, 20 per cent of which had 
already passed into non-Jewish hands in any case by the end of 1934. The 
press campaign, the boycotts and the closures ceased forthwith, and turnover 
grew again. Yet there was no evidence in this instance of any overtly 
ideological antisemitism on the part of the firm’s owners or managers; they 
had simply bowed to the economic realities of the situation imposed on them 


by local Party and brownshirt organizations. 148 


Where economic considerations of a different kind played a role, local and 
regional Party organizations could urge restraint too. In Hamburg, for 
example, a port city whose interests did not coincide with the rearmament and 
autarky priorities of the regime, the local economy was a good deal slower to 
recover from the Depression than elsewhere. Continuing economic problems, 
which contributed to a startling 20 per cent ‘no’ vote in the plebiscite of 19 
August 1934 on Hitler’s self-appointment as head of state, made Regional 
Leader Karl Kaufmann particularly sensitive to any disruption of the city’s 
economy. There were over 1,500 Jewish-owned companies in Hamburg, and 
they mostly lasted a good deal longer than their counterparts in the rest of the 
Reich. Hamburg’s mercantile elite was less than enthusiastic about the 
antisemitic policies of the regime, and leading institutions such as the 
Chamber of Commerce refused to provide information about which firms 
were Jewish and which were not. As late as November 1934 it was still using 
a Jewish printer to produce its information sheets. Older merchants and 
businessmen had a traditionally allergic reaction to any interference by the 
state in the business world, and saw Aryanization as a portent of a larger state 


takeover of business./42 Yet attitudes had changed by 1938. By this time it 
seemed clear to even the most diehard Hanseatic merchant that the Nazi 
regime was going to last. Economic recovery had reached a point where the 
removal of Jewish businesses no longer seemed such a threat to economic 
stability. Most important of all, growing restrictions on foreign currency 
dealings in 1936-7 had forced the closure of a substantial number of Jewish- 
owned import and export companies in the city. A raft of investigative bodies, 
including the Foreign Currency Search Office (Devisenfahndungsamt) 
established under the aegis of Reinhard Heydrich on 1 August 1936, and a 
local equivalent, allowed the authorities to take companies into administration 
if they were suspected of assisting the flight of capital from Germany. 
Officials working for these bodies forged confessions, invented interrogation 
records and denounced solicitors acting for Jewish companies to the Gestapo. 
As a result, 1,314 securing orders were granted against Jewish businessmen in 


Hamburg between December 1936 and October 19391909 

Such policies were justified in memoranda and other internal documents in 
strongly antisemitic language, replete with references to ‘Jewish 
unscrupulousness’, ‘Jewish black marketeers’ and the like. The President of 
the Hamburg Regional Finance Office described one Jewish suspect in 1936 
as a ‘parasite upon the people.’. While the state played its part in this way, the 
Regional Economic Consultant of the Nazi Party asserted himself in 1936 as 
another co-ordinating agent for the Aryanization of Jewish businesses. More 
than in some other parts of Germany, the Consultant’s office took the lead in 
the process, although it did not in fact have any legal right to do so. It 
appointed trustees to Jewish firms, and insisted that all remaining Jewish 
employees be fired. It also set the purchase price for these firms deliberately 
low, not least by demanding that they be sold without any ‘goodwill’ being 
taken into account, since (it was argued) as Jewish firms they had none. The 
occupants of the office were all young men from an academic background; 
convinced Nazis with little business experience, such as Dr Gustav 
Schlotterer (aged twenty-six), Carlo Otte (twenty-four) and Dr Otto Wolff 
(twenty-five). The economist in charge of the Aryanization Department in 
Hamburg, Karl Frie, was just nineteen when he joined the Consultant’s office. 
Their ruthlessness, characteristic of the generation that had been born just 
before the First World War and grown up in the years of inflation, revolution, 
political instability and economic depression, brooked no opposition. Soon 
the Hamburg Chamber of Commerce had abandoned its previous reluctance 
to go along with the Aryanization programme and was ordering that all 
purchases of Jewish firms made before 1938 be reinvestigated and refunds 


made for any goodwill element included.424 

What was striking about this process was not so much the way that it was 
pushed forward by the Party’s economic officials, but the extent to which 
agencies of the state were involved as well; and the latter were, if anything, 
even more unscrupulous than the former. Here too, as in the legal system, the 
idea of a ‘dual state’, in which legal norms were being upheld by the 
traditional institutions of the ‘normative’ state and undermined by the new, 
only quasi-legal apparatus of Hitler’s ‘prerogative state’, must be heavily 


qualified if not altogether abandoned.122 A whole range of state offices was 
involved in driving Jews out of economic life. This was hardly surprising, in a 
sense, because those civil servants who staffed them had participated in the 
dismissal of Jews from their own departments in 1933-4. A tax reform on 16 
October 1936, for instance, required all tax laws to reflect the National 
Socialist world-view and to use National Socialist principles in assessing 
individual cases. The result was that Jewish companies were now frequently 
faced with new demands for supposedly unpaid back-taxes, as tax regulations 
were freely interpreted to disadvantage them. This process of Aryanization 
had thus begun already in 1933; it did not commence simply when, less still 
because, Schacht was ousted from his position as economic supremo in 1936. 
Schacht himself signed an order on 26 November 1935 banning Jewish 
stockbrokers from plying their trade, and he pressed repeatedly for the 
promulgation of laws restricting Jewish economic activity in the last two 
months of 1935. The foreign currency restrictions that were so important in 
the case of Jewish firms in Hamburg were largely Schacht’s own doing, and 
the Reichsbank ordered its branches on 14 October 1936 to inaugurate 


investigations of foreign currency dealings if others failed to do 50.123 


Aryanization was thus a continuous process, sometimes creeping, sometimes 


galloping, but always on the go,424 


Ill 


From 1936, the Four-Year Plan undoubtedly accelerated the whole process. 
Hitler’s own memorandum setting up the Plan identified in his usual fashion 
‘international Jewry’ as the hidden force behind the Bolshevik menace and 
demanded laws making all Jews in Germany financially responsible for any 
damage caused by any Jew to the German economy, for example by 
accumulating currency reserves abroad, an offence for which Hitler demanded 


the death penalty.422 The foreign currency investigation apparatus which 


played such a baleful role in Hamburg was a creation of the forerunner of the 
Plan, Géring’s Raw Materials and Currency Staff established in the spring of 
1936. Ministerial discussions on further anti-Jewish economic measures 
continued through 1936, leading to laws passed at the end of the year making 
the transfer of Jewish-owned funds abroad illegal. A number of prosecutions 
followed, leading to numerous prison sentences, though not to execution. The 
mere suspicion that someone was about to transfer funds was enough under 
these laws to cause their confiscation. It provided the legal pretext for a 
growing number of expropriations over the following months and years. The 
powers that accompanied the Plan, notably the rationing of key raw materials, 
were deliberately used to disadvantage Jewish firms. The government now 
amended an emergency decree first passed under Heinrich Briining to prevent 
the flight of large amounts of capital from Germany by lowering the sum at 
which the decree became operative from 200,000 Reichsmarks to 50,000 and 
basing it on the estimated taxable value of the property rather than on the sum 
it realized on sale. As a consequence, Jews who emigrated were subject in 
practice to the loss of far more than the 25 per cent tax provided for by the 
Briining decree. In 1932-3 this tax had brought in less than a million marks in 
revenue to the state; by 1935-6 this income had risen to just under 45 million; 
in 1937-8, more than 80 million; in 1938-9, 342 million. In addition, transfers 
of capital abroad were subject to a fee of 20 per cent levied by the German 
Gold Discount Bank, through which the transfers had to be handled; in June 
1935 this fee was raised to 68 per cent, in October 1936, 81 per cent, and in 
June 1938, 90 per cent. Thus Jewish companies and individuals were being 
systematically plundered not just by other businesses and by the Nazi Party, 


but also by the state and its dependent institutions as wel],426 

At the same time, sporadic local boycotts and attacks continued, most 
notably in the run-up to Christmas, while laws and regulations promulgated 
from Berlin made life progressively more difficult for Jewish businesses. 
Increasingly, forced sales were made at well below the market price and under 
threat of arrest and imprisonment on trumped-up charges that had nothing to 
do with the conduct of the business itself. In the town of Suhl, for example, 
Regional Party Leader Fritz Sauckel arrested the Jewish owner of the arms 
manufacturing company Simson and put him in prison in 1935 after he had 
refused to sell his company at a knockdown price; citing Hitler’s explicit 
authorization, he then transferred ownership to a specially created foundation, 
in the alleged interests of national defence. Supposed debts were given as the 


reason for denying the owner compensation of any kind.422 By 1 January 
1936, many Jewish bankers had been squeezed out of business, or decided 


that enough was enough and closed down in order to emigrate. About a 
quarter of Germany’s 1,300 private bankers had given up banking; the great 


majority of the 300 private banks closed had been Jewish-owned.128 Only a 
few major banks, like M. M. Warburg of Hamburg, clung on stubbornly until 
1938, not least out of a sense of duty to the Jewish community and to the 


company tradition. 129 Banking was in no way exceptional. A quarter of all 


Jewish enterprises of all kinds had been Aryanized or closed down by this 


point +99 By July 1938, only 9,000 Jewish-owned shops were left in 
Germany out of an estimated 50,000 in existence in 1933. At the beginning of 
the Third Reich there had been about 100,000 Jewish-owned firms in 
Germany all told; by July 1938 about 70 per cent of these had been Aryanized 


or closed down.1&1 Regulations of various kinds put even the humblest 


Jewish private enterprises out of business. In the summer of 1936, for 
instance, the introduction of an official registration system for rag-and-bone 
men led to between 2,000 and 3,000 Jewish dealers being banned from 


carrying out this trade 162 


Aryanization had been more or less continuous since 1933 in most 
localities. In Marburg, for example, eleven out of the town’s sixty-four 
Jewish-owned businesses had already been Aryanized or gone into liquidation 
in 1933; seven in 1934; eight in 1935; nine in 1936; six in 1937; and five in 
the first three quarters of 1938. In GOttingen, fifty-four of the ninety-eight 
Jewish-owned businesses operating in the town in 1933 had been Aryanized 


or gone into liquidation by the beginning of 1938.463 At this point, it was 
clear to everyone involved that the final stage was now commencing. To 
expedite matters, Goring and the Interior Ministry issued a decree on 26 April 
1938 forcing every Jew or non-Jewish spouse of a Jew to declare all assets 
held at home and abroad over the value of 5,000 Reichsmarks, following this 
up with internal discussions on the ultimate exclusion of the Jews from the 
economy altogether. Further orders barred Jews from acting as auctioneers, 
from possessing or selling arms, and - a particularly serious blow - from 
signing legal contracts. By this time, pressures on Jewish-owned companies 
had become well-nigh irresistible. Since the autumn of 1937, local authorities 
had been ordering the erection of signs outside Jewish businesses designating 
them publicly as such - a clear invitation to harassment, boycott and attack. 
There were nearly 800 Aryanizations in January-October 1938, including 340 
factories and twenty-two private banks. The pace was now increasing. In 
February 1938 there were still 1,680 independent Jewish tradesmen in 
Munich, for example; by 4 October this number had fallen to 666, and two- 


thirds of these were in possession of a foreign passport. The final removal of 
the Jews from the German economy was clearly within sight, and many 


German businesses and individuals were ready to reap the rewards. 164 


DIVISION OF THE SPOILS 


I 


On 16 April 1938, a Munich businessman who had been working as an expert 
consultant in Aryanization cases wrote a strongly worded letter to the local 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry. He was, he noted, a ‘National Socialist, 
member of the SA, and admirer of Hitler’. Nevertheless, he went on, he was 


so disgusted by the brutal . . . and extortionate methods employed against the 
Jews that, from now on, I refuse to be involved in any way with 
Aryanizations, even though this means losing a handsome consultancy fee. . . 
As an experienced, honest, and upstanding businessman, I [can] no longer 
stand idly by and countenance the way many Aryan _ businessmen, 
entrepreneurs and the like . . . are shamelessly attempting to grab up Jewish 
shops and factories etc. as cheaply as possible and for a ludicrous price. These 
people are like vultures, swarming down with bleary eyes, their tongues 


hanging out with greed, to feed upon the Jewish carcass 162 


Aryanization did indeed offer many opportunities to non-Jewish businesses 
and businessmen to enrich themselves. Many eagerly grasped them. At the 
very least, when Jewish businesses went into liquidation, non-Jewish 
businesses in the same branch of the economy could congratulate themselves 
on losing some of the competition. This was true at all levels. In January 
1939, for instance, 2,000 shops were said to be standing empty in Hamburg as 
a result of the Aryanization process, a fact singled out for favourable mention 
by the leader of the Nazi Traders’ Association in the city. Since the majority 
of Jewish business enterprises were small-scale, it was predominantly 
modest-sized non-Jewish enterprises that benefited from their closure. Indeed, 
to a degree the regime actually tried to ensure that this was so, as when 
Jewish chain stores in Hamburg like Bottina shoes or Feidler’s stocking shops 


were broken up and the individual shops sold off separately +96 


To be sure, this was not widely recognized at the time. Particular resentment 
was caused among small shopkeepers by the regime’s failure to keep its 
promise to close down the department stores and break up the big chains. 
‘Department stores,’ complained one in 1938, ‘whether they are Jewish or 


Aryan, are still firms that compete unfairly against small businesses.’£62 A 


Berlin businessman, writing to the exiled Social Democratic leadership while 
on a trip outside Germany in 1939, claimed indeed that it was 
overwhelmingly large companies that were snapping up Jewish businesses. 
‘This process has led to an enormous concentration of industrial and financial 
power in every branch of the economy, a power that is wielded without 


compunction by the leaders of the big concerns.’48 But large firms initially 
hesitated before moving in too aggressively. Large-scale Jewish enterprises 
and conglomerates were less susceptible to local boycotts and attacks than 
smaller, independent businesses and shops were, and at least in the early years 
of the Third Reich, the regime was careful not to put too much pressure on 
them because it needed them for economic recovery and rearmament, and 


many of them were internationally well known.£©2 


Thus, Jews remained on the boards of firms such as Mannesmann and I.G. 
Farben for some time after 1933. The Deutsche Bank still had a Jewish 
member of the supervisory board as late as July 1938, though he had been 
abroad since the previous year. Nevertheless, these were exceptions. Most 
firms bowed earlier to pressure to dismiss Jewish directors, board members 
and employees. In the Dresdner Bank, internal Aryanization continued a 
policy of slimming down the workforce begun when the bank took over the 
Danat Bank in 1931 after it had crashed; the difference now was that it was 
mainly directed against Jewish employees. The Dresdner Bank was obliged to 
do this because on 9 May 1933 the Law of 7 April was extended to ‘legally 
recognized public bodies and equivalent institutions and undertakings’, which 
covered a very wide range of institutions indeed. The bank’s employees now 
had to fill out forms detailing their religious and racial background, their war 
service and other relevant factors. The regulations allowed institutions to 
claim ‘urgent need’ as a reason for retaining employees, so the bank was able 
to avoid the chaos that would have resulted from mass, simultaneous 
dismissals; but after 30 June 1934 no more such permits were issued by the 
Economics Ministry. By the end of the year, all Jews had left the bank’s 
supervisory board; 80 per cent of unprotected Jews had left the bank’s service 
by October 1935, and all remaining Jewish employees were gone a year later. 
These measures were no doubt welcome to the younger non-Jewish men who 
worked for the bank since they cleared paths to promotion that would 
probably have stayed blocked for some time. The seven top managers who 
were forced to resign in 1933-4 because they were Jewish were replaced by 
men in their thirties and early forties who might not otherwise have been 
promoted. Those who took over showed little compassion for those who had 
left. Only in some instances, such as, notably, I.G. Farben, were Jewish 


employees transferred to positions in foreign subsidiaries instead of having to 


lose their livelihoods altogether 10 Whatever their fate, the removal of 
Jewish managers from German businesses assisted the rise of a new, young 
managerial elite that was already beginning to take over from the older 


generation by the time the war came,1Z1 


The Allianz insurance company, whose chief Kurt Schmitt had been 
Schacht’s predecessor as Economics Minister, was another firm that did not 
actively pursue a policy of dismissal. It treated its two Jewish directors well 
when they were forced to resign. On the other hand, the firm offered no 
serious resistance when it came under pressure from the Nazi press and the 
Reich Supervisory Office for Insurance to dismiss Jewish employees and 
sever connections with Jewish salespeople and agents. In 1933, for instance, 
the company extended the contract of its agent Hans Griinebaum, who had 
worked for its Stuttgart branch since 1929, for five years, then in 1936 
extended it again until 1941. However, this attracted hostile comment from 
the local press and then a threatening letter from the Nazi Party Regional 
Leader’s office. The company riposted by arguing that Jewish agents were 
needed to deal with Jewish customers. But this cut no ice with the Nazis. 
Griinebaum’s contract was terminated at the beginning of June 1938; the 
company agreed to pay him his full annual commission of 35,000 
Reichsmarks, covering the period to the end of 1939, though how much of 
this he was able to take with him when he emigrated to America is uncertain. 
By this time, government bans on Jews acting as travelling salesmen, estate 
agents and the like had effectively put an end to this particular kind of 


business relationship in any case 22 


In a number of instances, large firms seem to have offered fair prices for 
Jewish businesses in the early years of the Third Reich, as in the case of the 
acquisition of the Jewish-owned North German Hop Industry Company by 


the Henkel Company.+23 Reflecting this, the Regional Economic 


Consultants’ Offices of the Party frequently sent contracts back even when 
they had assured themselves that the purchasers had the necessary money, 
were expert in the area concerned, and were racially and _ politically 
acceptable. In southern Westphalia, indeed, the great majority of contracts 
were referred back for renegotiation because the price offered was considered 


too high 174 However, as Aryanization gathered pace, big business, 
especially where it was relatively recent in origin, began to drop any scruples 


it might have had to begin with, and to join in the profiteering. 122 As in the 
case of the Wertheim department stores, it could in some cases be managed 


internally, with Jewish directors making way for non-Jewish ones; of the 260 
large firms that had passed from Jewish into non-Jewish hands by the end of 
1936, indeed, relatively few had done so through a takeover by another 


company.£Z& From 1936 onwards, however, given the number of Jewish 


enterprises now coming onto the market, large firms began to keep a look-out 
for business opportunities. By 1937 many were seizing them with alacrity. 
Thus the engineering firm Mannesmann took over the Wolf, Netter and Jacobi 
company in the metal industry, with a turnover of more than 40 million 
Reichsmarks in 1936-7; it also participated in a consortium that absorbed the 
Stern scrap metal company in Essen, which had been forced to sell up after 


the cancellation of contracts.4ZZ In some cases, Aryanization offered a way 


out of economic difficulties brought on by the policies of the regime, 
particularly in the consumer industries. The Salamander shoe company, for 
instance, which had Aryanized itself in 1933, came under heavy pressure 
under the Four-Year Plan to export leather shoes for much-needed foreign 
currency, and use leather substitutes for the shoes it sold on the home market. 
Leather itself, however, was strictly rationed as early as 1934. It made sense 
for Salamander to create a series of vertically integrated combines by buying 
up Jewish-owned leather companies and tanneries like Mayer and Son in 
Offenbach, which it purchased in 1936; working in the opposite direction, the 
leather processing company of Carl Freudenberg bought up the Jewish-owned 
shoe firm Tack, which was already suffering from boycotts and attacks by the 


local Nazis in 1933.48 

By 1937, virtually every large company in Germany was joining in the 
division of the spoils. A big company like Allianz abandoned any reluctance it 
had previously felt and participated with increasing cynicism in taking 
advantage of the plight of Jewish insurance agencies now forced to abandon 
their businesses. While it was still possible, Allianz also offered mortgage 


loans to the purchasers of Jewish properties and their assets.-22 Banks in 
their turn stood to make a good deal of money on commission from such 
sales; in 1935, for instance, when the Jewish owner of the Aron Works 
Electricity Company in Berlin, a major manufacturer of radios, finally gave in 
after several spells in a concentration camp and agreed to sell his company to 
Siemens-Schuckert and another company, the Deutsche Bank made 188,000 
Reichsmarks on the transaction. Soon the major banks were competing with 
each other for this lucrative business. The Deutsche Bank charged a 
commission of 2 per cent for brokering such transfers, and between 1937 and 


1940 made several million Reichsmarks in this way.180 In a similar way, the 


Commerzbank acted as an agent for purchasers of Jewish businesses, acting 


out of commercial logic when it refused new loans to the latter. No help or 
advice was offered to Jewish vendors; on the contrary, since it was competing 
in an obviously growing market against other banks doing the same thing, at a 
time when its freedom to invest in industry or foreign trade was becoming 
increasingly restricted, the Commerzbank actively sought out companies from 
which it could gain a commission on such transactions. By 1938, 
Aryanization actions had become an integral part of the everyday business of 


the big banks. 181 
Direct participation in the Aryanization of Jewish-owned businesses 
brought far greater rewards. The chain-store empire of Helmut Horten, for 


example, was largely built up through the process of Aryanization.182 Of 
course, some purchases - perhaps a fifth of such transactions altogether - were 
carried out by personal friends or sympathizers of Jewish businesspeople who 
persuaded them to buy their enterprises for inflated prices (to disguise the 
banned inclusion of goodwill) or for sums including secret bonuses, or, where 
this was not possible, to hold them in trust until the Third Reich came to an 
end, whenever that would be. Paying a fair price under the Third Reich, 
particularly in the later 1930s, and thereby maintaining basic business ethics, 
was in effect a criminal offence; indeed, to get round the rules and regulations 
governing Aryanization by this time, some sympathetic businessmen even 
gave the Jewish vendors secret and illegal monthly payments not mentioned 
in the transfer documents, or, in one case, smuggled Swiss watches and gold 
chains to Amsterdam to be collected by the Jewish vendor when he 
emigrated. Others, like the Degussa chemical company, acting more from 
commercial logic than from moral principle, kept the Jewish bosses of the 
Aryanized firms in office for some time because they valued their expertise 


and their contacts in the business,£83 


A far larger proportion of buyers - perhaps 40 per cent - made no attempt to 
circumvent the regulations. They paid the minimal price that had become 
customary, taking advantage of the devaluation of inventory and stocks to get 
themselves a bargain. There is every indication that they regarded these 
transactions as entirely legitimate; indeed, after the war, many of them reacted 
with outrage when faced with demands for compensation to the former Jewish 
owners of the businesses they had taken over in this way. A third category, 
also about 40 per cent, and including many active Nazi Party members, 
encouraged Aryanization and drove down the price as hard as they could. In 
Hamburg, for instance, business rivals campaigned against the Beiersdorf 
company, which made Nivea hand cream, by paying for advertisements in the 
local press and issuing stickers notifying customers that ‘Whoever buys Nivea 


articles is helping to support a Jewish company’ 284 Some did not scruple to 


use threats and blackmail, or to bring in the Gestapo. A characteristic incident 
occurred in the summer of 1935, in the town of Fiirstenwalde, when the 
Jewish owner of a shop agreed after lengthy negotiations to sell it to a non- 
Jewish purchaser who had repeatedly attempted to beat the price down. As he 
took the money from the purchaser during the final meeting in his lawyer’s 
offices, the door opened and two Gestapo officers came in and declared the 
money confiscated on the basis of a law covering the property of ‘enemies of 
the state’. Seizing it from the Jewish vendor, they arrested him for resisting 
authority, while the purchaser banned him and his family from returning to 
their business and to their home above the shop, although the contract allowed 


them to do 50,185 


Foreign-owned businesses were also active in the Aryanization of their 
workforces. Concerned about their status under an obviously nationalistic 
regime, some of them moved particularly quickly to divest themselves of their 
Jewish employees when the Nazis seized power in 1933. The managing 
director of Olex, the German subsidiary of what subsequently became British 
Petroleum, fired its Jewish employees, or limited their contracts, as early as 
the late spring of 1933. Later on the same year, the Swiss chemical company 
Geigy sought official certification as an Aryan concern so that it could 
continue selling dyes to the Nazi Party to make ‘symbols of the national 


movement’ £86 Major foreign-owned firms, like the car manufacturer Opel, a 
subsidiary of General Motors, and the German branch of the Ford Motor 
Corporation, went along with the Aryanization policy and rid themselves of 
Jewish employees. Both these companies also allowed their factories to be 
converted to war production, although of course foreign currency restrictions 
did not permit them to export their profits to their headquarters in the USA. 
There was little point, therefore, given these restrictions, in foreign-owned 


companies joining the scramble to take over Jewish businesses. 182 


That scramble degenerated all too easily in the hands of some of those 
involved into a morass of blackmail, extortion, corruption and plunder. True, 
Goring, in his capacity as head of the Four-Year Plan, and Hess, the Leader’s 
Deputy, had ordered that Aryanization had to be carried out legally and that 
Party office-holders were not to obtain any financial advantage from the 
process, an order repeated by other senior Nazis such as Heinrich Himmler 
and the Regional Leader of Baden, Robert Wagner. But it was already clear 
from the frequency and insistence of such warnings that Party officers were 
all too prepared to exploit the expropriation of Jewish businesses to their own 
personal gain. Middle-and lower-ranking Nazi activists were simply not 


prepared to let the despised organs of the state and the law get in the way of 
the struggle against the Jews, and frequently regarded the plunder they stood 
to make as a just reward for the sacrifices they had endured in the ‘time of 
struggle’ under the Weimar Republic. In any case, they reasoned, Jewish- 
owned property and funds had been stolen from the German race. The mass, 
nationwide and largely uncoordinated violence that underpinned the Nazi 
seizure of power in the first half of 1933 provided the context for brownshirts 
to purloin gold and jewellery from Jewish houses and flats, on occasion 
torturing the owners until they got the keys to the safe. It was not uncommon 
for arrested Jews to be released on provision of a large amount of ‘bail’ 
money, which disappeared immediately into the pockets of the SA or SS men 
who had taken them into custody. Party officials in Breslau who had 
threatened Jews with violence if they did not pay up were first arrested for 
obtaining money with menaces, then amnestied as the state prosecutor 


excused their action as ‘excessive National Socialist zeal’ 188 

After the ‘Night of the Long Knives’ at the end of June 1934, such actions 
more or less ceased, although a few more did occur in the summer of the 
following year. The Aryanization of Jewish businesses, however, especially 
where it was driven forward by the Party’s Regional Economic Consultants’ 
offices, provided opportunities for gain on a much larger scale. In Thuringia, 
for instance, the Party’s Regional Economic Adviser took a 10 per cent 
commission on the purchase price of Aryanization actions, in order, he said, 
to cover office costs; in the end he was able to bank more than a million 
Reichsmarks from this procedure, opening a special Party account from which 
funds were then disbursed to favoured Party members to buy further Jewish 
businesses when they came up for sale. Thus ‘Party Comrade Ulrich Klug’ 
was provided with a ‘loan’ of 75,000 Reichsmarks to help him buy a cement 
works, while ‘Party Comrade Ignaz Idinger’ was supplied with 5,000 
Reichsmarks for the Aryanization of the Hotel Blum in Oberhof. Similar 
practices could be found in other regions too. The money was never expected 
to be repaid. Senior Nazi Party officials could enrich themselves very 
substantially by such means. The Regional Leader of the Party in Hamburg, 
Karl Kaufmann, demanded ‘Aryanization contributions’ from vendors and 
purchasers alike, using them for example to buy up all the shares of the 
Siegfried Kroch Company, a chemicals factory. The Regional Educational 
Leader of the Party in Wiirttemberg-Hohenzollern managed to buy a slate 


quarry in Metzingen which increased his annual income tenfold. 189 
On a smaller scale, many humble Party activists were able to get the money 
from Aryanization actions to buy up lottery concessions, tobacco stalls and 


the like. Given the official ban on direct profiteering, it was not surprising that 
close relatives of leading local Party officials got in on the act instead, as with 
Gerhard Fiehler, who bought a Jewish shoe and leather goods shop for 
himself through the good offices of his brother, the Mayor of Munich. In 
many such instances it was clear that the family of the Nazi official in 
question was acting in concert. Such actions, circumventing the law rather 
than openly flouting it, shaded off into clearly criminal activities when Nazi 
Party officials obtained money from Jews by deception through fraudulent 
offers of help or protection, or took bribes to help them get round the financial 
regulations that made emigration so hard. Businessmen who wanted to be 
well placed to buy up Jewish firms on the cheap were even more generous in 
their bribes. “To do business under the Nazis’, an Aachen estate agent who 
had profited considerably from the Aryanization of Jewish property told an 
American agent, ‘you had to have a friend in every government office, but it 
was too dangerous to bribe openly. You had to work it indirectly.’ Inviting the 
key Party functionary out for an expensive meal with fine wines, or buying 
rounds of drinks in the pubs and bars frequented by the local party elite, were 
his favoured methods. ‘It cost me plenty of money,’ he admitted, ‘but in the 


end I made his acquaintance. ’190 


Il 


Aryanization was only one part of a vast and rapidly growing system of 
plunder, expropriation and embezzlement under the Third Reich. It started at 
the very top, with Hitler himself. To begin with, when Hindenburg died, 
Hitler was able to lay his hands on the President’s official funds. Expenditure 
from these had previously been subject to internal audit in the Finance 
Ministry and the ultimate approval of the Reichstag, as had also been the case 
with the Reich Chancellor’s personal budget. With the effective emasculation 
of the Reichstag and the removal of any element of critical investigation of 
government actions by the press and the mass media, not to mention the 
overwhelming personality cult that surrounded Hitler himself, a cult that 
brooked no criticism of the Leader in any respect, the way was now open for 
the expenditure of these funds for any purpose Hitler desired. Despite some 
misgivings in the higher ranks of the civil service, Hitler now began to dole 
out money to all and sundry with increasing liberality. Aware of this, leading 
Nazis now began to suggest to the Chancellor objects deserving of his 
largesse. Already in the autumn of 1933, at the suggestion of the Reich 
Interior Minister and one of his officials, Hitler had granted from the Reich 


Chancellor’s funds a monthly pension of 300 Reichsmarks to seventeen 
individuals who were designated as ‘racist and antisemitic precursors’ of the 
Nazi movement. The writer Richard Ungewitter, from Stuttgart, author of 
numerous books with titles such as From Serving the Jews to Freedom and 
The Undermining of the Race by Jews, was included on the list along with 
other, similar individuals. By 1936 Hitler’s generosity in this manner had 
extended to people who had been imprisoned in the Weimar Republic for 
treasonable activities of one kind and another. Over a hundred men and 
women received pensions of between 50 and 500 Reichsmarks a month for 
their special services to the Party. By issuing such grants, Hitler made it clear 
he was compensating racist and antisemitic propagandists and Party activists 
for the sacrifices they had made before the seizure of power, thus underlining 
the self-image of the brownshirts and the ‘old fighters’ as selfless martyrs in a 
great cause and binding them to the new regime in a symbolic as well as a 


material sense.l91 


Nor did Hitler neglect the army, whose regimental headquarters were the 
frequent recipients of presents of oil paintings with military themes donated 
by the Leader. Moreover, from July 1937 onwards, Hitler’s official funds 
were used to pay out 100,000 Reichsmarks a year ‘for officers of the armed 
forces to go on rest cures’. Keeping the armed forces happy was certainly an 
important matter, particularly in the wake of the assassination of General von 
Schleicher during the ‘Night of the Long Knives’, and Hitler also paid out 
considerable sums of money to increase the pensions of retired officers such 
as Vice-Admiral von Reuter, who had ordered the sinking of the surrendered 
German fleet at Scapa Flow on 21 June 1919. August von Mackensen, by the 
mid-1930s the last surviving Field-Marshal of the Kaiser’s army, and thus a 
significant symbolic figure for the army, received a large tax-free gift of a 
landed estate in the Prenzlau district, together with 350,000 Reichsmarks to 
cover the costs of renovation. As a monarchist, Mackensen felt it necessary to 
write to the former Kaiser Wilhelm II in exile excusing himself for accepting 
the gift, since in his view only the Kaiser himself was actually entitled to 
make such donations. Predictably, the ex-Kaiser was not amused, and 
regarded the Field-Marshal from this point on as a traitor to his cause. Hitler 
made generous subventions to a number of other aristocratic landowners to 


help them with their debts and keep them conspiring with the ex-Kaiser.192 


In order to facilitate such generosity, the funds allocated in the state budget 
for Hitler’s personal disposal increased steadily until they reached the 


astonishing sum of 24 million Reichsmarks in 1942.493 Hitler could add to 
these sums the royalties derived from sales of My Struggle, purchased in bulk 


by Nazi Party organizations and a virtually compulsory item on the ordinary 
citizen’s bookshelf. These amounted to 1.2 million Reichsmarks in 1933 
alone. From 1937 Hitler also claimed royalties on the use of his portrait on 
postage stamps, something Hindenburg had never done; one cheque alone 
handed over by the Minister of Posts was for 50 million Reichsmarks, as 
Speer, who was present on the occasion, reported later. The annual Adolf 
Hitler Donation of German Business added a further sum, along with fees and 
royalties paid every time one of Hitler’s speeches was published in the papers. 
Hitler also received considerable sums from legacies left to him in the wills of 
the grateful Nazi dead. When all this was taken into account, it was clear that 
Hitler had little use for the modest salary of 45,000 Reichsmarks he earned as 
Reich Chancellor, or for the annual expense allowance of 18,000 
Reichsmarks; early on in his Chancellorship, therefore, he publicly renounced 
both salary and allowance in a propagandistic gesture designed to advertise 
the spirit of selfless dedication in which he ruled the country. Nevertheless, 
when the Munich tax office reminded him in 1934 that he had never paid any 
income tax and now owed them more than 400,000 Reichsmarks in arrears, 
pressure was brought to bear on the tactless officials and before long they had 
agreed to write off the whole sum and destroy all the files on Hitler’s tax 
affairs into the bargain. A grateful Hitler granted the head of the tax office, 
Ludwig Mirre, a pay supplement of 2,000 Reichsmarks a year for this service, 


free of tax,194 


Hitler’s personal position as the Third Reich’s charismatic Leader, 
effectively above and beyond the law, gave not only him but also others 
immunity from the normal rules of financial probity. His immediate 
subordinates owed their position not to any elected body but to Hitler alone; 
they were accountable to no one but him. The same personal relationships 
replicated themselves all the way down the political scale, right to the bottom. 
The result was inevitably a vast and growing network of corruption, as 
patronage, nepotism, bribery and favours, bought, sold and given, quickly 
assumed a key role in binding the whole system together. After 1933, the 
continued loyalty of the Party faithful was purchased by a huge system of 
personal favours. For the hundreds of thousands of Nazi Party activists who 
were without employment, this meant in the first place giving them a job. 
Already in July 1933 Rudolf Hess promised employment to all those who had 
joined the Party before 30 January 1933. In October the same year, the Reich 
Office for Unemployment Insurance and Jobs in Berlin centralized the 
campaign to provide jobs for everyone with a Party membership number 
under 300,000, all those who had held a position of responsibility in the Party 
for over a year and anyone who had been in the SA, the SS or the Steel 


Helmets before 30 January 1933. This caused some resentment, since the 
Party membership had already passed the number 300,000 at the end of 1930, 
so many who had joined since were ineligible. In practice, however, these 
regulations counted for little, as anyone with a claim to be an old Nazi was 
likely to be included, while ambitious Nazis who already had jobs used the 
scheme to get better ones. By 1937 the Reich Postal Service had given jobs to 
more than 30,000 ‘deserving National Socialists’, while only 369 out of 2,023 
Nazis who had been given permanent and well-paid state employment in the 
Ministry of War by the end of 1935 had actually been previously without a 
job. 

This system of ‘jobs for the boys’ was in fact modelled on a long-held 
practice in Prussia and elsewhere, whereby retiring non-commissioned 
officers in the army automatically received employment in the state service, 
notably in the police but also in other branches of the public sector. The 
application of this principle to members of the SA and the Nazi Party was a 
different matter, since they were being rewarded as members of a political 
party, not former servants of the state. Its scale and suddenness were also new. 
The Nazi Party in Berlin found jobs for 10,000 members by October 1933, 
while 90 per cent of all white-collar jobs in the public sector went to ‘old 
fighters’. When a candidate for a job was proposed by the local 
stormtroopers, it was a brave employer who refused, however poor his 
qualifications might be. Many of those who obtained state employment found 
that their previous service in the Party, the SA or the SS was counted in 
calculating their seniority in their new positions, giving them a clear 
advantage over their colleagues when it came to promotion to the next grade 
up. Some of these jobs were obvious sinecures. In July 1933, for instance, the 
brownshirt Paul Ellerhusen, commandant of the concentration camp in 
Fuhlsbiittel, and an unqualified clerk who had been unemployed since 1929, 
was appointed personal secretary to the Reich Commissioner for Hamburg 
with the title of State Councillor; not long afterwards he was transferred to a 
better-paid job in the city’s Youth Office, though he seldom turned up for 


work, it was reported, because he was almost permanently drunk.422 

There were many similar cases all over Germany. Municipal utilities, such 
as gasworks, waterworks and the like, offered ample opportunity for SA men 
to find employment, often surplus to requirements. An audit of the Hamburg 
Sickness Fund office found that it had employed 228 more administrators 
than it actually needed. Thousands of old Party men found comfortable jobs 
in the transport system; the Hamburg local railways took on over a thousand 
in 1933-4, though whether they really needed them was another matter. The 
Hamburg Regional Farmers’ Leader Herbert Duncker, for instance, was paid 


10,000 Reichsmarks a year as ‘agricultural adviser to the Hamburg Electricity 
Works’ without ever once turning up even to see what the job might involve. 
In this way, public corporations were in effect required to subsidize the Nazi 
Party and its ancillary organizations. Similar pressures were brought to bear 
on a wide variety of private enterprises. Meanwhile, laws passed in 1934 and 
1938 indemnified Party members against claims for damages as a result of the 
destruction they had meted out to trade union and other offices in 1933, and 
allowed them to clear their debts without penalty if they had got into financial 


difficulties before 1 January 1934196 By contrast, former activists in the 
Communist or Social Democratic Party found their attempts to get a job 
repeatedly rebuffed, until the demand for labour in the arms industry became 
so insistent that their previous political activity could conveniently be 
forgotten. The experience of Willi Erbach, a skilled engineering worker who 
had been a member of the Reichsbanner, the paramilitary wing of the Social 
Democrats, cannot have been unusual: sacked for his political activities in 
1933, he did not find a job again until three years later, in 1936, when the 
labour exchange suddenly assigned him to the Krupp factory in Essen. 
Meanwhile, less skilled workers found getting a job easy enough if they were 


members of the Nazi Party 122 


The opportunities for self-aggrandizement went all the way down the scale, 
right down to the ordinary brownshirts who helped themselves to the cash- 
boxes, the furniture, the bed-linen and the equipment they found in the trade 
union premises they raided on 2 May 1933, and in the homes of the men and 
women they arrested. Not untypical was the case of the leader of the Munich 
Student Union, Friedrich Oskar Stabel, victor in a bout of in-fighting that 
resulted in his appointment as head of the national German Students’ Union in 
September 1933. Stabel celebrated his climb to the top by using student union 
fees for personal expenditure, clothes, cars and the like, and to finance and 
equip a marching band for his own entertainment. The local student union in 
Berlin spent its members’ contributions on the purchase of no fewer than 


seven automobiles for the personal use of its officers.428 The quantity of 


money and property flowing into the Party from early 1933 onwards was so 
vast that few proved able to resist the temptation to squirrel some of it away 
for themselves. The Party Treasury did not take kindly to embezzlement from 
its own funds, and between 1 January 1934 and 31 December 1941 it brought 
no fewer than 10,887 prosecutions for misappropriation of Party funds before 
the courts; they involved ancillary organizations of the Party as well as the 
Party itself. The auditing of accounts and the control of finances in general 
were almost bound to be chaotic in a situation like that of 1933, when the 


Nazi Party and its myriad subordinate groups were growing almost 
exponentially. It was hardly surprising that among the 1.6 million people who 
joined the Party in the first few months of 1933 there were many who hoped 


to make their fortune by doing so. 199 


Ill 


With such money flowing into their accounts, it was small wonder that Nazi 
officials at every level of the hierarchy were soon enjoying a lifestyle they 
had not even dreamed of before 1933. This included the men at the very top. 
Reich Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels, for instance, had declared an 
annual income of no more than 619 Reichsmarks to the tax authorities in 
1932. Within a few years, however, he was earning 300,000 Reichsmarks a 
year in fees for his weekly leading articles for the Nazi magazine The Reich, a 
sum that was out of all proportion to standard journalistic rates and 
represented in practice a huge annual bribe from the magazine’s publisher 
Max Amann. For his part, Goebbels wrote off 20 per cent of his earnings as 
business expenses, although in fact he had none. With this money, The 
Propaganda Minister bought among other things a villa on the Berlin island of 
Schwanenwerder, which its previous owner, the Jewish physician Charlotte 
Herz, had been forced to sell. In 1936 the city of Berlin placed another 
property at his lifelong disposal, on Lake Constance: he then spent 2.2 million 
Reichsmarks on extending and refurbishing it. In 1938 he sold the 
Schwanenwerder property to the industrialist Alfred Ludwig, who then let it 
to him rent-free. Yet Goebbels counted in popular opinion as one of the less 
corrupt of the Nazi leaders, as did Albert Speer, whose architectural fees, 
augmented by the usual Christmas presents from the Labour Front Leader 
Robert Ley and the tax concessions commonly made to leading Nazis, made 


him a millionaire already before the war.209 


Most notorious of all was Hermann Goring, whose hunting lodge Carinhall 
was extended and refurbished at a cost of more than 15 million Reichsmarks 
in taxpayers’ money. The upkeep and administration of these palatial premises 
cost not far short of half a million marks, again paid for by the taxpayer; and 
beyond this, Goring also owned another hunting lodge in East Prussia, a villa 
in Berlin, a chalet on the Obersalzberg, a castle, Burg Veldenstein, and five 
further hunting lodges, not to mention a private train whose coaches 
accommodated ten automobiles and a working bakery, while Géring’s private 
quarters on the train, taking up two whole carriages, cost the state 1.32 
million Reichsmarks in 1937 even before the extravagantly luxurious 


furnishings and fittings had been installed. In the same year, the Reich 
Association of Automobile Manufacturers donated to him a yacht worth 
three-quarters of a million Reichsmarks for his personal use. In all these 
locations Goring displayed a large and ever-growing collection of artworks, 
though his real chance for building it up would not come until the war. Like 
the other leading Nazis, he also managed to conceal much of his income from 
the tax authorities and obtain massive concessions on the rest; tax evasion 
was made easier by a ruling in 1939 that the tax affairs of Reich Ministers and 
Nazi Party Reich Leaders were to be dealt with exclusively by the finance 
offices of Berlin Central and Munich North, where they could be sure of a 


sympathetic handling.221 


Such conspicuous consumption was not just a mark of the personal 
corruption that affects every dictatorship, but also expressed a widespread 
desire among the higher Nazi officials to demonstrate symbolically that they 
were the new masters of Germany. Hunting became a favourite pastime of 
many Regional Leaders, who bought themselves hunting grounds even where 
they had shown no previous interest in this most aristocratic of pastimes. 
Faced with the need to keep up with his colleagues in this respect as in others, 
the Regional Leader of Hamburg, Karl Kaufmann, was unable to do very 
much initially, since his urban fiefdom had no hunting land. With the creation 
of Greater Hamburg in 1937, however, the incorporation of a wooded area to 
the north of the city gave him the chance; he immediately declared it a nature 
reserve, stocked it with game, enclosed it from the public with eleven 
kilometres of fencing, and then leased it from the city for his own use. In a 
similar way, most of the leading Nazis followed Hitler’s example and 
purchased Old Masters and new works from the Great German Art exhibition 
to put on the walls of their grandiose villas and hunting lodges, not because 
they were particularly fond of art, but because this was an obvious symbol of 


their status in the Nazi hierarchy.202 


Not surprisingly, corruption allied itself to theft and extortion when Nazi 
leaders and their underlings came into contact with the helpless and the 
powerless. The hatred that Nazi activists felt for Jews, Communists, 
‘Marxists’ and other ‘enemies of the Reich’ gave them free rein to plunder 
them at will. In the course of the violent seizure of power in 1933, brownshirt 
gangs enrolled as auxiliary police carried out ‘house-searches’ that were little 
more than pretexts for robbery. In the concentration camps, officers and 
commanders treated the workshops staffed by inmates as their personal 
possessions, taking furniture for their quarters, pictures and paintings for their 
walls, and so on. The commandant of the concentration camp at Lichtenburg 


had inmates make new bindings for his books, shoes and boots for himself 
and his family, letterboxes and ironing-boards for his household, and much 
more besides. Lower camp officials forced inmates to steal asparagus and 
strawberries for them from the camp vegetable garden, they ‘organized’ food 
for themselves from the camp kitchen, and embezzled money from the camp 
canteen. Theft of personal possessions and money brought into the camps by 
those unfortunate enough to be sent to them was the rule, not the exception. In 
1938 the commandant of Buchenwald, Karl Koch, confiscated no less than 
200,000 Reichsmarks’ worth of goods and currency from Jews brought into 
the camp, dividing some of it amongst his subordinates but depositing most of 


the money in his personal account.203 

If anyone at a relatively senior level was prosecuted for such offences then 
it was more likely to be as a result of carelessness than of any sense of 
rectitude on the part of his superiors. When Robert Schépwinkel, a senior 
official of the Reich Association of German Hoteliers and Innkeepers, was 
tried and sentenced with his two most senior officials for embezzling 100,000 
Reichsmarks, this was mainly because their corruption had become so 
notorious in the trade that the innkeeper of the Rheinhotel Dreesen, in Bad 
Godesberg, where Hitler frequently stayed, approached the Leader and told 
him that if nothing was done to bring Schépwinkel to book, the whole 
innkeeping trade in the Rhineland would become disaffected from the 


regime,204 A few court cases such as this enabled the leaders of the regime to 


portray themselves as resolute in the combating of corruption, unlike their 
predecessors under the Weimar Republic. In fact, corruption of this kind was 
more often concealed from the media. It was encouraged by the lack of any 
press or public control over the government and the Party, by the personal 
nature of power in the regime, and by the general distaste of the Nazis for 
formal administrative structures and rules. In the depressed economic climate 
of the early and mid-1930s, power seemed a quick way to riches, and there 
were few in any position of responsibility in the Nazi Party who could resist 
the temptation to take it. Rumours and stories about corruption spread rapidly 
amongst the population. In September 1934 Victor Klemperer recorded a 
conversation with a Hitler Youth member, the son of a friend, who described 
how Group Leaders embezzled the members’ contributions for excursions and 
used them to buy luxuries as expensive as motorbikes for themselves. All this 


was common knowledge, he said.209 

The morass of corruption into which the economy rapidly sank after 1933 
was the source of a good deal of bitter humour amongst the population. The 
definition of a ‘reactionary’ was said to be ‘someone who has a well-paid post 


that a Nazi likes the look of’. Géring’s taste for uniforms and titles was a 
particular butt of popular humour. A ‘Gor’ was popularly said to be ‘the 
quantity of tin that one man can carry on his chest’. On a visit to Rome to 
negotiate with the Vatican, Goring wired back to Hitler: ‘Mission 
accomplished. Pope unfrocked. Tiara and pontifical vestments are perfect fit.’ 
At night, according to another joke, Géring’s wife woke up to find her naked 
husband standing next to the bed waving his marshal’s baton around. What 
was he up to, she asked. ‘I am promoting my underpants to overpants,’ came 
the reply. Jokes about corruption even made it onto the stage: in 1934 the 
cabarettist Wilhelm Finck, doing a stand-up comic routine at Berlin’s 
Catacomb, posed holding up his right arm in the Nazi salute while a tailor 
measured him for a new suit. ‘What sort of jacket should it be?’ asked the 
tailor: ‘With chevrons and stripes?’ “You mean’, said Finck, ‘a straitjacket?’ 
‘How would you like your pockets?’ ‘Wide open, in the current fashion,’ 
came Finck’s reply. Not long afterwards, the cabaret was closed down on 
Goebbels’s orders and Finck taken off to a concentration camp. Hitler was 
usually exempt from jibes about corruption, whether public or private. 
Complaints about corruption were directed against his subordinates, above all 
the ‘little Hitlers’ who ruled the roost in the regions. A typical joke had the 
Goebbels children invited to tea in turn to the houses of Goring, Ley and other 
leading Party figures. After each visit they came home raving about the 
wonderful cream cakes, treats and other goodies they had been given. After a 
visit to Hitler, however, in which they had only been given malt coffee and 


tiny cakes, they asked: ‘Daddy, isn’t the Leader in the Party?’208 

Yet alongside such humour was a widespread feeling that the Nazi regime 
had achieved a good deal in the economic sphere by 1939. After all, the 
economy had recovered from the Depression faster than its counterparts in 
other countries. Germany’s foreign debt had been stabilized, interest rates had 
fallen to half their 1932 level, the stock exchange had recovered from the 
Depression, the gross national product had risen by 81 per cent over the same 
period, and industrial investment and output had once more attained the levels 
they had enjoyed in 1928. The two greatest economic bugbears of the Weimar 


years, inflation and unemployment, had been conquered.222 All this had been 
achieved by a growing state direction of the economy which by 1939 had 
reached unprecedented proportions. Whatever the propaganda messages about 
the battle for work might claim, Nazi economic policy was driven by the 
overwhelming desire on the part of Hitler and the leadership, backed up by 
the armed forces, to prepare for war. Up to the latter part of 1936, this was 
conducted in a way that aroused few objections from business; when the 


Four-Year Plan began to come into effect, however, the drive for rearmament 
began to outpace the economy’s ability to supply it, and business began to 
chafe under a rapidly tightening net of restrictions and controls. More 
ominously, private enterprise started to be outflanked by state-run enterprises 
founded and funded by a regime increasingly impatient with the priority 
accorded by capitalism to profit. Yet none of this, whatever critics suspected, 
represented a return to the allegedly socialist principles espoused by the Nazis 
in their early days. Those principles had long been left behind, and in reality 
they were never socialist anyway. The Third Reich was never going to create 
total state ownership and centralized planning along the lines of Stalin’s 
Russia. The Darwinian principles that animated the regime dictated that 
competition between companies and individuals would remain the guiding 
principle of the economy, just as competition between different agencies of 


state and Party were the guiding principles of politics and administration.28 


What Hitler wanted to ensure, however, was that firms competed to fulfil 
the overall policy aims laid down by himself. Yet those aims were 
fundamentally contradictory. On the one hand, autarky was designed to 
prepare Germany for a lengthy war; on the other hand, rearmament was 
pursued with a headlong abandon that paid scant regard to the dictates of 
national self-sufficiency. Measured by its own aims, the Nazi regime had only 
succeeded partially at most by the summer of 1939. Its preparations for a 
large-scale war were inadequate, its armaments programme incomplete; 
drastic shortages of raw materials meant that targets for the construction of 
tanks, ships, planes and weapons of war were not remotely being met; and the 
situation was exacerbated by Hitler’s own inability to set stable and rational 
priorities within the rearmament programme. The answer was plunder. The 
corruption, extortion, expropriation and downright robbery that became the 
hallmarks of the regime and its masters and servants at every level in the 
course of the Aryanization programme put plunder at the heart of the Nazi 
attitude towards the property and livelihood of peoples they regarded as non- 
Aryan. The enormous stresses and strains built up in the German economy 
between 1933 and 1939 could, Hitler himself explicitly argued on several 
occasions, ultimately only be resolved by the conquest of living-space in the 
east. The ‘old fighters’ of the Party had been rewarded for their sacrifices 
during the ‘years of struggle’ under the Weimar Republic with money, jobs, 
property and income after the seizure of power. Now, writ large, the same 
principle was applied to the German economy and the economies of the rest 
of Europe: sacrifices were demanded of the German people in the build-up to 
war, but once war came, they would be rewarded with a vast new domain in 
Eastern Europe that would deliver wealth on an unprecedented scale, supply 


the nation with food for the foreseeable future, and solve all Germany’s 


economic problems at a stroke.292 


Meanwhile, the German people had to make the sacrifices. The regime bent 
all its efforts towards building up production while keeping the lid firmly on 
consumption. Shortages of fat, butter and other consumables, not to mention 
luxury items such as imported fruit, had become a standard part of daily life 
by 1939. People were constantly exhorted to make contributions to savings 
schemes of one kind and another. Savings were directed into government 
bonds, loan certificates and tax credits, so that the vast bulk of them became 
available for spending on arms. People were remorselessly exhorted to save, 
save, rather than spend, spend, spend. Compulsory pension schemes were 
introduced for the self-employed that forced them to invest funds in insurance 
companies which the government could then draw upon to help finance 
rearmament. At the same time, government departments and the military 
often delayed paying contractors for well over a year, thus extracting from 
them what was in effect a kind of hidden loan. In many small and medium- 
sized enterprises engaged on arms production or arms-related projects, this 
created cash-flow problems so serious that they were sometimes unable to pay 


their workers’ wages on time.242 The regime justified all this with its 


customary rhetoric of sacrifice for the greater good of the German racial 
community. But did people accept the reality of that community? Did the 
Third Reich, as the Nazis had promised, sweep away the class antagonisms 
and hostilities that had rendered Weimar democracy unworkable and unite all 
Germans in a rebirth of national unity and struggle for the common cause? On 
the fulfilling of this promise a great deal of the regime’s popularity and 
success would surely depend. 


5 


BUILDING THE PEOPLE’S COMMUNITY 


BLOOD AND SOIL 


I 


For Friedrich Reck-Malleczewen, the Third Reich represented the coming to 
power of the mob and the overthrow of all social authority. Although Reck 
lived in aristocratic style in Upper Bavaria, where he had an old country 
house with eleven hectares of land, he was in fact North German; he owed his 
origins and his allegiance, he explained to a Munich newspaper in 1929, not 
to the Bavarian but to the ancient Prussian aristocracy. Deeply conservative, 
snobbish, steeped in nostalgia for the days before the Junkers were dragged 
screaming into the modern world by Bismarck, Reck loathed Nazi Germany 
with a rare intensity. From the comparative safety of his rural retreat, he 
poured into his diary all the distaste he felt at the new order of things. ‘I am 
the prisoner of a horde of vicious apes,’ he wrote. Hitler was a ‘piece of filth’ 
whom he should have shot when he had had the opportunity when, carrying a 
revolver to protect himself against the raging mob violence of the times, he 
had encountered him in the Osteria restaurant in Munich in 1932. Listening to 
Hitler speak, Reck’s overwhelming impression was one of the Leader’s ‘basic 
stupidity’. He looked ‘like a tram-conductor’; his face ‘waggled with 
unhealthy cushions of fat; it all hung, it was slack and without structure - 
slaggy, gelatinous, sick’. And yet people worshipped this ‘unclean .. . 
monstrosity’, this ‘power-drunk schizophrenic’. Reck could not bear to 
witness the ‘bovine and finally moronic roar of “Hail!” . . . hysterical females, 
adolescents in a trance, an entire people in the spiritual state of howling 
dervishes’. ‘Oh truly,’ he wrote in 1937, ‘men can sink no lower. This mob, to 
which I am connected by a common nationality, is not only unaware of its 
own degradation but is ready at any moment to demand of every one of its 
fellow human beings the same mob roar . . . the same degree of 


degradation.’4 
The Nazi leaders, Reck thought, were ‘dirty little bourgeois who . . . have 


seated themselves at the table of their evicted lords’.2 As for German society 
in general, he wrote bitterly in September 1938: 


Mass-man moves, robotlike, from digestion to sleeping with his 
peroxide-blonde females, and produces children to keep the termite heap 
in continued operation. He repeats word for word the incantations of the 
Great Manitou, denounces or is denounced, dies or is made to die, and 


so goes on vegetating . . . But even this, the overrunning of the world 
with Neanderthals, is not what is unbearable. What is unbearable is that 
this horde of Neanderthals demands of the few full human beings who 
are left that they also shall kindly turn into cavemen; and then threatens 


them with physical extinction if they refuse.2 


Wisely, perhaps, Reck hid his diary every night deep in the woods and 
fields on his land, constantly changing the hiding place so that it could 


not be discovered by the Gestapo.4 


Reck was particularly distressed at what had happened to the younger 
generation of the aristocracy. Visiting a fashionable Berlin nightclub early in 
1939, he found it filled with ‘young men of the rural nobility, all of them in 
SS uniforms’: 


They were having a fine time dropping pieces of ice from the 
champagne coolers down the décolletages of their ladies and retrieving 
the pieces of ice from the horrible depths amidst general jubilation. 
They . . . communicated with each other in loud voices that must 
certainly have been understandable on Mars, their speech the pimps’ 
jargon of the First World War and the Free Corps period - the jargon 
which is what the language has become during the last twenty years 

... [To observe these men meant looking at the unbridgeable abyss that 
separates all of us from the life of yesterday . . . The first thing is the 
frightening emptiness of their faces. Then one observes, in the eyes, a 
kind of flicker from time to time, a sudden lighting up. This has nothing 
to do with youth. It is the typical look of this generation, the immediate 


reflection of a basic and completely hysterical savagery.2 


These men, he wrote prophetically, ‘would turn the paintings of Leonardo into 
an ash heap if their Leader stamped them degenerate’. They ‘will perpetrate 
still worse things, and worst, most dreadful of all, they will be totally 
incapable of even sensing the deep degradation of their existence’. Aristocrats 
of ancient and honourable lineage, he raged, accepted meaningless titles and 
honours from a regime that had degraded them and so brought disgrace on 
their famous names. ‘This people are insane. They will pay dearly for their 
insanity.’ The traditional moral and social order had been turned upside-down, 
and the man he blamed more than any other was Hitler himself. ‘I have hated 
you in every hour that has gone by,’ he told the Nazi leader in the privacy of 
his own diary in August 1939, ‘I hate you so that I would happily give my life 
for your death, and happily go to my own doom if only I could witness yours, 


take you with me into the depths.’© 

Reck was unusual in the vehemence of his disdain for what he saw as the 
Nazified masses. The sharpness and percipience of some of his observations 
perhaps owed something to his extreme marginality. For the claims to noble 
lineage made in his 1929 article in the Munich newspaper were as false as the 
details of his supposed origins in the Baltic aristocracy that he provided in his 
elaborately constructed family tree. He was, in truth, just plain Fritz Reck. His 
grandfather had been an innkeeper, and though his father had acquired enough 
wealth and standing to get himself elected to the Prussian Chamber of 
Deputies in 1900, it was in the lower house that he sat, as befitted a 
commoner, not in the upper house, where the hereditary nobility belonged. 
Reck himself was a qualified physician who devoted most of his time to 
writing - novels, plays, journalism, film scripts and much more. He 
constructed a whole fantastic past for himself, involving military service in 
many different theatres of war, and even service in the British colonial army. 
All of it was invented. Yet Reck’s claim to be an aristocrat seems to have 
aroused no suspicion or animosity in the circles in which he moved. It was 
underpinned by his notoriously superior and arrogant bearing in public. Reck 
took on in his social and personal life all the attributes of the Prussian Junker. 
His belief in his own aristocratic character and in the virtues of the social elite 


of the titled and the cultured seems to have been absolutely genuine. And 
however many of the details in his diary were invented, Reck’s hatred for 


Hitler and the Nazis was unquestionably authentic.8 


Reck’s conservatism was far more extreme than that of most of the 
genuinely old Prussian aristocracy. As he astutely recognized, it was scarcely 
shared by the younger generation at all. The German aristocracy had 
undergone an unusually sharp generational divide during the Weimar years. 
The older generation, deprived of the financial and social backing they had 
enjoyed from the state under the Bismarckian Reich, longed for a return to the 
old days. They regarded the Nazis’ pseudo-egalitarian rhetoric with suspicion 
and alarm. But the younger generation despised the old monarchies for giving 
up without a fight in 1918. They saw in the Nazi Party in the early 1930s the 
potential vehicle for the creation of a new leadership elite. They regarded the 
aristocracy to which they belonged not as a status group based on a shared 
sense of honour, but as a racial entity, the product of centuries of breeding. It 
was this view that had prevailed in the 17,000-strong German Nobles’ Union 
(Deutsche Adelsgenossenschaft) in the early 1920s as it had banned Jewish 
nobles (about 1.5 per cent of the total) from becoming members. But it was 
not universally held. Catholic nobles, overwhelmingly concentrated in the 


south of Germany, stayed aloof from this process of racialization, and many 
took the side of their Church when it began to come under pressure in the 
Third Reich. Relatively few even of the younger Bavarian aristocracy 
followed their North German Protestant counterparts into the SS, although 
many had opposed the Weimar Republic. They felt instead more comfortable 
in other right-wing organizations such as the Steel Helmets. Older nobles in 
all German regions were usually monarchists, and indeed an open 
commitment to the restoration of the German monarchies was a precondition 
of belonging to the Nobles’ Union until it was dropped under the Third Reich. 
Yet many of them were attracted by the Nazis’ hostility to socialism and 
Communism, their emphasis on leadership, and their rhetorical attacks on 
bourgeois culture. For the younger generation, the rapid expansion of the 
armed forces offered new opportunities for employment in a traditional 
function in the officer corps. The Nazi prioritizing of the conquest of living- 
space in Eastern Europe appealed to many in the Pomeranian and Prussian 
nobility who saw it as reviving the glorious days in which their ancestors had 
colonized the East. Conscious of the need to win votes from the conservative 
sectors of the population, the Nazis frequently brought scions of the nobility 
along to stand with them on electoral platforms in the early 1930s. The 
younger members of the Hohenzollern family took the lead in supporting the 
Nazis: Prince August Wilhelm of 

Prussia was an officer in the stormtroopers well before 1933, and Crown 
Prince Friedrich Wilhelm urged people to vote for Hitler against Hindenburg 


in the Presidential elections of 1932.2 

Although the brownshirts and a good number of ‘old fighters’ continued to 
pour scorn on what they saw as the effete degeneracy of the German nobility, 
Hitler himself recognized that its younger generation would be indispensable 
in staffing his new, vastly expanded officer corps and in giving a continued 
veneer of respectability to the foreign service. He even allowed the German 
Nobles’ Union to continue in existence, duly co-ordinated under Nazi 
leadership. However, as soon as he felt it was no longer necessary to treat the 
conservatives with kid gloves, Hitler made it clear he was not going to 
contemplate the restoration of the monarchy. Aristocratic celebrations of the 
ex-Kaiser’s birthday in Berlin early in 1934 were broken up by gangs of 
brownshirts and a number of monarchist associations were banned. Any 
remaining hopes amongst the older generation of German nobles were finally 
dashed with Hitler’s assumption of the headship of state on the death of 
Hindenburg, when many had hoped for a restoration of the monarchy. But if 
Hitler’s treatment of the aristocracy became cooler, this was more than 
compensated for by the growing enthusiasm shown towards them by Heinrich 


Himmler, Reich Leader of the SS. Bit by bit, the older generation of SS men, 
with histories of violence often going back to the Free Corps of the early 
years of the Weimar Republic, were pensioned off, to be replaced by the 
highly educated and the nobly born. Nazi populists might have castigated the 
German aristocracy as effete and degenerate, but Himmler was convinced he 
knew better; centuries of planned breeding, he thought, must have produced a 
steady improvement in its racial quality. Soon he was conveying this message 
to receptive audiences of German aristocrats. Figures such as the Hereditary 
Grand Duke of Mecklenburg and Prince Wilhelm of Hesse had already joined 
the SS before 30 January 1933; now young aristocrats fell over themselves to 
enrol, including many from the Prussian military nobility such as the Barons 


von der Goltz, von Podbielski and many more.12 


By 1938 nearly a fifth of the senior ranks of SS men were filled by titled 
members of the nobility, and roughly one in ten among the lower officer 
grades. To cement his relations with the aristocracy, Himmler persuaded all 
the most important German horse-riding associations, preserves of upper- 
class sportsmanship and snobbish socializing, to enrol in the SS, irrespective 
of their political views, much to the disgust of some of the older generation of 
SS veterans, so that SS riders regularly won the German equestrianism 
championships, hitherto the preserve of privately run riding clubs. But some, 
especially those who had come down in the world under the Weimar 
Republic, took a more active and committed role. Typical here was Erich von 
dem Bach-Zelewski, who had volunteered for service in the war at the age of 
fifteen, joined a Free Corps, then been cashiered from the army in 1924 
because of his proselytizing for the Nazis. He had made a living running a 
taxi firm, then a farm, before joining the Nazi Party and the SS in 1930; by 
the end of 1933 he was already moving rapidly up the hierarchy. Other young 
noblemen with similar careers included Ludolf von Alvensleben, who had 
also served in a Free Corps, lost his Polish estate at the end of the war and his 
compensation for the loss during the inflation, and made an unsuccessful 
attempt to run a car firm, which eventually went bankrupt; or Baron Karl von 
Eberstein, who had tried to eke out his existence in the 1920s as a travel 
agent. Reck-Malleczewen’s observation in the Berlin nightclub had been 
shrewd and percipient: many of the younger members of the Junker 
aristocracy had indeed joined Himmler’s new German elite. Others, especially 
those who had enrolled in the army or the foreign service, enthusiastic though 
they may have been to begin with, were in time to become bitterly 


disillusioned with the regime.+1 


Il 


Germany’s aristocracy had traditionally made its living from the land. 
Although over the years nobles had come to play a significant and in some 
areas more than significant role in the officer corps, the civil service, and even 
industry, it was the land that still provided many of them with the main source 
of their income, social power and political influence in the 1920s and 1930s. 
Reich President Paul von Hindenburg had been particularly susceptible to the 
influence of the Prussian landed aristocrats with whom he socialized when he 
was down on his estate in East Prussian Neudeck, and a great deal of public 
comment had been aroused by the special concessions the government had 
made to landowners like him, in the form of aid for agricultural producers in 
the rural East. As far as the Nazis were concerned, however, it was not the 
large landowner but the small peasant farmer who constituted the bedrock of 
German society in the countryside. Point 17 of the Nazi Party programme of 
1920 indeed demanded ‘a land reform suited to our national needs’ and the 
‘creation of a law for the confiscation of land without compensation and for 
communally beneficial purposes’. Following on point 16, which demanded 
the abolition of the department stores, this clause seemed on the face of it to 
be directed against the great estates. But Nazism’s critics made it look as if 
the Party was threatening peasant farms with expropriation as well, so on 13 
April 1928, Hitler issued a ‘clarification’ of this clause in what had in the 
meantime been repeatedly trumpeted as a fixed, unalterable and non- 
discussable list of demands. Point 17 of the Party programme simply referred, 
he said, to Jewish land speculators who did not control land in the public 
interest but used it for profiteering. Farmers need not worry: the Nazi Party 


was committed in principle to the sanctity of private property.22 


Reassured by this statement, and driven to despair by the deep economic 
crisis into which agriculture had fallen even before the onset of the 
Depression, the North German peasantry duly voted for the Nazi Party in 
large numbers from 1930 onwards. The landowning aristocracy stayed aloof, 
preferring to support the Nationalists. On the face of it, Nazism seemed to 
have little to offer them. Nevertheless, their interests were well represented in 
the coalition that came to power on 30 January 1933. Alfred Hugenberg, the 
Nationalist leader, was not only Minister of Economics but Minister of 
Agriculture too, and in this capacity he swiftly introduced a series of 
measures designed to pull his supporters, and German farmers more 
generally, out of the economic morass into which they had sunk. He banned 
creditors from foreclosing on indebted farms until 31 October 1933, he 
increased import duties on key agricultural products, and on 1 June he 


introduced measures providing for the cancellation of some debts. To protect 
dairy farmers, Hugenberg also cut the manufacture of margarine by 40 per 
cent and ordered that it should include some butter amongst its constituents. 
This last measure led in a very short space of time to an increase of up to 50 
per cent in the price of fats, including butter and margarine, and caused 
widespread popular criticism. This was yet another nail in Hugenberg’s 
political coffin. By late June the process of co-ordination had long since 
overwhelmed the key agricultural pressure-groups and was _ reaching 
Hugenberg’s own Nationalist Party. By the end of the month, Hugenberg had 


resigned all his posts and disappeared into political oblivion.43 


The man who replaced him was Richard Walther Darré, the Party’s 
agricultural expert and inventor of the Nazi slogan ‘blood and soil’. For 
Darré, what mattered was not improving the economic position of agriculture 
but shoring up the peasant farmer as the source of German racial strength. In 
his books The Peasantry as the Life-Source of the Nordic Race, published in 
1928, and New Aristocracy from Blood and Soil, which appeared the 
following year, Darré argued that the essential qualities of the German race 
had been instilled into it by the peasantry of the early Middle Ages, which had 
not been downtrodden or oppressed by the landowning aristocracy but on the 
contrary had essentially formed part of a single racial community with it. The 
existence of landed estates was purely functional and did not express any 


superiority of intellect or character on the part of their owners.14 These ideas 
had a powerful influence on Heinrich Himmler, who made Darré the Director 
of his Head Office for Race and Settlement. Himmler’s idea of a new racial 
aristocracy to rule Germany had many aspects in common with Darré’s, at 
least to begin with. And Darré’s ideas appealed to Hitler, who invited him to 
join the Party and become head of a new section devoted to agriculture and 
the peasantry in 1930. By 1933 Darré had built up a large and well-organized 
propaganda machine that spread the good news amongst the peasantry about 
their pivotal role in the coming Third Reich. And he had successfully 
infiltrated so many Nazi Party members into agricultural pressure-groups like 
the Reich Land League that it was relatively easy for him to organize their co- 


ordination in the early months of the new regime.12 


By the time of Hugenberg’s resignation, Darré already effectively controlled 
the Nazified national farmers’ organization, and his appointment as Minister 
of Agriculture cemented his existing position as leader of some nine million 
farmers and agricultural workers, who with their dependants made up 


something like 30 per cent of the population of Germany as a whole.1& 


Within a couple of months of his appointment he was ready to introduce 


measures which aimed to put his ambitions into effect. Apart from the Reich 
Food Estate, these focused on new inheritance laws through which Darré 
sought to preserve the peasantry and build it into the foundation of a new 
social order. In some parts of Germany, notably the South-west, partible 
inheritance customs and laws meant that when a farmer died, his property and 
assets were divided up equally between his sons, thus leading to 
morcellization (the creation of farms so small as to be unviable) and thus to 
the proletarianization of the small peasant farmer. Darré’s ideal was a 
Germany covered by farms that were big enough to be self-sufficient. Instead 
of being inherited by all the heirs equally, or, as in most of North Germany, 
the eldest son, farms should pass, he thought, to the strongest and most 
effective of the heirs alone. Keeping them in the family in this way would 
also isolate them from the market. Over the years, encouraged by this new 
rule, natural selection would strengthen the peasantry until it fulfilled its 
destiny of providing a new leadership caste for the nation as a whole. On 29 
September 1933, in pursuit of this ambitious goal, Darré’s Reich Entailed 
Farm Law was passed. It claimed to revive the old German custom of 
entailment, or inalienable inheritance. All farms of between 7.5 and 125 
hectares were to fall under the provisions of the Law. They could not be 
bought or sold or split up, and they could not be foreclosed because of debt. 
Nor could they be used as security on loans. These were extremely draconian 
restrictions on the free market in land. But they were not very realistic. In 
practice, they owed most to Darré’s abstract and ideal image of the solid and 
self-sufficient peasant farmer. Yet Germany was a country where centuries of 
partible inheritance had already created thousands of very small farms at one 
end of the scale, while the accumulation of property by landowners had led to 
the development of large numbers of estates far bigger than 125 hectares at 
the other. Only 700,000 farms, or 22 per cent of the total, were affected by the 
Law, making up about 37 per cent of the area covered by agricultural land and 
forests in Germany. Of these, some 85 per cent were at the lower end of the 
scale, between 20 and 50 hectares in size. In some areas, notably in 
Mecklenburg and estate-dominated parts of the East Elbian plain on the one 
hand, and in the heavily morcellized South-west on the other, the Law applied 
to relatively few properties and had little effect. But in parts of central 


Germany its impact was potentially considerable.2 

Darré hoped to get round the problem of what to do with the heirs who were 
disinherited by the Law by encouraging them to start new farms in the East. 
This revived the tradition, much hallowed by German conservatives, of the 
‘colonization’ of the East, but with one crucial difference: the area that was 
now to be colonized to create a new society of small and self-sufficient 


peasant farms was already occupied by large and middling Junker estates. On 
11 May 1934, Darré spoke out bluntly against the estates’ current owners 
who, he said, had destroyed the peasantry of East Elbia over the centuries and 
reduced many small farmers to the status of landless labourers. It was time, he 
declared, to return to the peasants the land that the Junkers had stolen from 
them. Of course, since the abandonment of the idea, originally mooted in 
point 17 of the Nazi Party programme, of expropriating the large estate- 
owners and dividing up their land between small peasant farmers, it was not 
possible even for Darré to urge compulsory measures in order to carry out his 
proposals. Instead, therefore, he urged that the state should do nothing to help 
estate owners who got into financial difficulties, a position not far from that of 
Hitler himself, who had declared on 27 April 1933 that large estates that 


failed should be ‘colonized’ by landless German peasants.18 


Darré’s ambitious plans were only partially fulfilled. They made him deeply 
unpopular in many sections of the population, including large parts of the 
peasantry. Moreover, for all his willingness to let failing estates be divided up, 
Hitler basically saw the conquest of living-space in the East as the main 
solution to Germany’s agrarian problems. Colonization in his view thus had to 
wait until Germany had extended its dominion across Poland, Belarus and the 
Ukraine. In any case, for all his verbal egalitarianism, Hitler did not want to 
destroy the economic basis of the Prussian landed aristocracy. Many 
economic experts realized that the Junker estates, many of which had 
successfully rationalized and modemized their production and management 
since the late nineteenth century, were far more efficient as food producers 
than small peasant farmers, and the maintenance of food supplies in the 
present could not be mortgaged to the creation of a racial utopia in the future. 
In practice, therefore, the number of new small farms created east of the river 
Elbe did not significantly increase over what it had been in the last years of 
the Weimar Republic. Reich Entailed Farmers’ sons disinherited by the Law 
did not, by and large, manage to find new properties under the scheme, and in 
any case, many Catholic peasants from the South German hills were less than 
enthusiastic about being uprooted to the distant shores of Pomerania or East 
Prussia, far from their families, surrounded by alien Protestants speaking 


strange dialects in an unfamiliar, flat and featureless landscape.12 
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Map 12. Reich Entailed Farms 

Under the debt clearance scheme initiated by Darré’s predecessor Alfred 
Hugenberg, 650 million Reichsmarks were paid out by the government to 
make peasant farmers and estate owners solvent. This compared well with the 
454 million paid out under Weimar between 1926 and 1933. Indebted farmers 
who fell under the aegis of the Reich Entailed Farm Law suddenly found that 
the threat of foreclosure had disappeared. However, the owners of entailed 
farms were frequently refused credit on the grounds that they could no longer 
use their farm as collateral. The fact that some used their new status to refuse 
to pay their existing debts only reinforced the determination of suppliers and 
merchants to make them pay cash for everything they bought. The Law thus 
made it more difficult than before for farmers to invest in expensive 


machinery, or to buy up small pieces of agricultural land adjoining their own 
farms. ‘What use to us is a hereditary farm that’s going to be debt-free in 
about 30 years’ time,’ one said, ‘when we can’t raise any money now, because 


nobody’s giving us anything?’22 There was bitterness and resentment 
amongst the sons and daughters of farmers who now saw _ themselves 
suddenly disinherited: many of them had worked hard all their lives as unpaid 
family assistants in the expectation of inheriting a portion of their father’s 
land, only to have this prospect brusquely removed by the provisions of the 
new law. Farmers sympathetic to their children’s plight could no longer 
follow the custom, common in areas of primogeniture, of remortgaging the 
farm to raise money for dowries or cash sums to be made over to their 
disinherited offspring in their last will and testament. In the practice of one 
notary alone, it was reported in the spring of 1934, twenty engagements had 
been called off since the Law’s introduction since the brides’ fathers could no 


longer raise the money for the dowries.24 Moreover, it was now more 
difficult for the disinherited to buy their own farms even if they did possess 
some cash, since by taking 700,000 farms out of the property market the Law 
increased prices for non-entailed farmland. Ironically, therefore, the Reich 
Entailed Farm Law left the unsuccessful sons and daughters of farmowners no 
option but to leave the land and migrate to the cities, the very opposite of 
what Darré had intended. So onerous were the restrictions it imposed that 
many entailed farmers no longer felt they really owned their property at all; 


they were merely trustees or administrators for it.22 

The removal of automatic inheritance rules created serious tensions in the 
family. Farmers thought the Law would be ‘the occasion for an embittered 
sibling war’, it was reported, ‘and see as the consequence the introduction of 
a system of one-child families’ - another respect in which the effects of the 
Law promised to be the reverse of what Darré had expected. In Bavaria 
towards the end of 1934 one such farmer, the longest-serving Party member 
in his district, was sent to prison for three months for saying in public that 
Hitler was not a farmer and did not have any children himself, or he would 
not have passed the Law. In court he repeated these sentiments, though 
without the earthy obscenities that had accompanied them in his original 
statement. Peasant farmers even brought court cases challenging the decision 


to designate them as Reich entailed farmers.22 By the summer of 1934 
peasant farmers had turned against the Nazis’ agrarian policies everywhere; in 
Bavaria the atmosphere on market-days was said to be so hostile to the Party 
that local gendarmes did not dare intervene, and well-known Nazis avoided 
the farmers for fear they would be subjected to a barrage of aggressive 


questions. Even in areas like Schleswig-Holstein, where the rural population 
had voted in overwhelming numbers for the Nazi Party in 1930- 33, the 
peasants were said by July 1934 to be depressed, particularly about the prices 
they were getting for their pigs. In addition, a Social Democratic agent 
reported at this time from North-west Germany: 


Formerly the middling and large landowners of Oldenburg and East 
Friesia were very enthusiastic for the Nazis. But nowadays they are 
almost unanimously rejecting them and returning to their old 
conservative tradition. A particular contribution to this change had been 
made amongst East Friesian cattle-breeders and rich polder-farmers by 
the Entailed Farm Law, and amongst the middling farmers and land- 
users above all by the compulsory regulation of milk and egg 


production.24 


The problem here was that instead of selling their milk and eggs direct to 
consumers, as they had done previously, the farmers were now having to go 
through the elaborate structure of the Reich Food Estate, which meant that 
they were only getting 10 pfennigs a litre of milk instead of the previous 16, 
since the wholesalers raked off 10 pfennigs and the price maximum was fixed 
at 20. Not surprisingly, a black market in eggs and milk soon emerged, to the 
irritation of the authorities, who responded with police raids, the mass seizure 


of contraband eggs and arrests of those people involved.22 

Older peasants remembered the grand promises made by Darré in 1933 and 
continued to grumble more openly and unrestrainedly than almost any other 
sector of the population, because the regime felt unable to crack down on 
them hard in view of their indispensability. Nazi speakers continued to 
encounter heckling at farmers’ meetings; at one such assembly, in Silesia in 
1937, when the speaker lost his temper and told his audience that the Gestapo 
would soon teach them how to be National Socialists, most of the listeners 
simply got up and walked out. Farmers complained not only about low prices, 
the flight of their labourers from the land, the cost of machinery, fertilizer and 
the rest, but also about the high salaries of Reich Food Estate officials who 
did nothing but interfere. Many, like other Germans, resented the continual 
demands of the Party and affiliated organizations for donations and 


contributions.2® Particularly vociferous were the owners of Reich Entailed 


Farms, who felt so secure in their tenure that they could afford to speak with a 
sometimes astonishing openness. Asked by a young Nazi whether the 
peasants in a particular Bavarian village could really be supporters of the 
Party when they were so ready to curse it, one such farmer replied, ‘Nah, 


we’re no Hitlerites, they only have those in Berlin.’ When the young man then 
said he thought he should enlighten them and bring them to their senses, the 
farmer, applauded by the others present, told him: ‘We don’t need any 
enlightening, you scamp! You ought to be still at school!’ Peasant farmers felt 
they had lost their freedom to buy and sell their goods, and in the cases of the 
Reich Entailed Farms their property too, on the open market, and had gained 
nothing in return. Yet many observers remembered ‘that farmers have always 
cursed every government through the ages’. Grumbling at the Nazi regime 
was no different. Moreover, younger farmers and farmers’ sons saw 
opportunities in the regime as well, in many cases in terms of jobs in the 
administration of the Reich Food Estate itself. The Nazi ideology of ‘blood 
and soil’ had more appeal to them than to cynical old peasant farmers who 
thought they had seen it all before and who paid more attention in the end to 
material factors. But even the older farmers were aware that their situation by 


1939 was not so bad as it had been six or seven years earlier.22 


Ill 


Despite the many and often contradictory pressures to which they were 
subjected under the Third Reich, village communities did not change 
fundamentally between 1933 and 1939. In rural areas of Protestant North 
Germany, the Nazi Party had been able to unite local opinion, often backed by 
leading figures in the community such as the village pastor and schoolteacher, 
the more prosperous farmers and even sometimes the local estate owner, 
behind the promise to keep the class struggle that was raging in the towns and 
cities from disturbing the relative peace of the countryside. Here as elsewhere, 
the promise of a united national community was a potent slogan that won 


Nazism many supporters before 1933.28 Leading peasant families in many 
villages slipped effortlessly into leading roles in the new Reich. In rural 
Bavaria, the Nazi Party was wary of upsetting local opinion by parachuting 
‘old fighters’ into village councils or mayors’ offices if they did not already 
have the respect of the villagers by virtue of their family or their place within 
the traditional hierarchy of the farming community. Particularly where 
Catholicism was strong, and villagers had continued to vote for the Centre 
Party or its Bavarian equivalent, the Bavarian People’s Party, up to 1933, the 
Nazis trod warily. Generating consensus and neutralizing potential opposition 
were the priorities. For their part, villagers were mostly quite happy to adapt 


to the new regime if this preserved existing social and political structures.22 


In the Bavarian village of Mietraching, for example, village treasurer 


Hinterstocker, who had held office since 1919, was persuaded by other 
members of the Bavarian People’s Party to join the Nazi Party in 1933 so that 
he could keep his post and prevent a rabid ‘old fighter’ from getting his hands 
on the community purse-strings. When a particularly disliked Nazi threatened 
to take over the mayoralty in 1935, the village elders once more persuaded the 
popular and ever-obliging Hinterstocker to do the decent thing and become 
mayor himself. In this position, Hinterstocker was said to have done 
everything he could in subsequent years to keep the most unpopular measures 
of the regime from impacting on the village, and he made a point of taking 
part every year without fail in the village’s religious processions, much to the 
satisfaction of the other villagers. On 12 December 1945, as the regional 
administrator told the American occupation authorities, 90 per cent of the 


villagers were reported to be in favour of his reappointment.22 In another 
Bavarian village, when the local Party tried to put an ‘old fighter’ into a key 
post, the local administrator’s office registered its alarm: 


The district office is not in a position to agree to the suggestion that the 
master tailor S. should be appointed mayor of the commune of 
Langenpreising. In discussion with the councillors, the latter have 
unanimously expressed a wish to leave the existing mayor Nyrt in 
office, since as a farmer he is better suited to this post than the master 
tailor S ... The district office is also of the opinion that the appointment 
of a respected farmer is a better guarantee for the smooth running of 


communal business.2= 


Village council members even had to be reminded from time to time that 
mayors were appointed and not elected under the Third Reich, when the 


minutes of their meetings reached higher authority.22 In parts of rural Lippe, 


things could be even more disconcerting for the Party, as in the case of Mayor 
Wohrmeier in the village of Donop, who refused to take part in Nazi Party 
functions or to use the ‘Hail, Hitler!’ greeting when signing off his letters, 
never possessed a swastika flag and organized successful economic boycotts 
against village artisans and tradespeople who backed the efforts of the local 
Party Leader to oust him. Despite repeated denunciations, W6hrmeier 


successfully held on to his post all the way up to 1945,33 

The solidarity of village communities in many parts of Germany had been 
created over centuries through a dense network of customs and institutions, 
which governed common rights such as gleaning, wood-collecting and the 
like. Villages often consisted of intertwined groups of family and kin, and the 
role of unpaid family assistants, who might include at times of particularly 


heavy demand for labour cousins, uncles and aunts from nearby farms as well 
as the family itself, was similarly governed by long-hallowed tradition. The 
precariousness of everyday life on the land had generated an economy based 
on a system of mutual obligations that could not easily be disturbed - hence 
the resentment in many parts of the countryside against the Reich Entailed 
Farm Law, even among those it ostensibly benefited. At the same time, there 
were also considerable inequalities of class and status within village 
communities, not only between farmers on the one hand and millers, cattle 
dealers, blacksmiths and the like on the other, but also amongst the farmers 
themselves. In the Hessian village of K6rle, for instance, with roughly a 
thousand souls around 1930, the community was split into three main groups. 
At the top were the ‘horse-farmers’, fourteen substantial peasant farmers with 
between 10 and 30 hectares each, producing enough of a surplus for the 
market to be able to keep horses and employ labourers and maids on a 
permanent basis and more temporarily at harvest-time. In the middle were the 
‘cow-farmers’, sixty-six of them in 1928, who were more or less self- 
sufficient with 2 to 10 hectares of land apiece but depended for labour on their 
own relatives and occasionally employed extra labourers at time of need, 
though they generally paid them in kind rather than in money. Finally, at the 
bottom of the social heap, there were the ‘goat-farmers’, eighty households 
with less than 2 hectares each, dependent on the loan of draught animals and 
ploughs from the horse-farmers, and paying for their services by working for 


them at times in return.24 


By the 1920s, the economic situation of this last group had become 
precarious enough for a number of the menfolk to have to earn a living during 
the week by working as industrial labourers in nearby towns, to which the 
village was linked by a good railway connection. This brought them into 
contact with Communism and Social Democracy, which soon became the 
political preference of many of the poorer families in K6rle. Nevertheless, the 
network of mutual dependencies and obligations helped unite the community 
and cement the role of the horse-farmers as its natural and generally accepted 
leaders; political differences worried the village elite, but they were still 
expressed largely outside the traditional structures of the village. The horse- 
farmers and cow-farmers were mostly Nationalist by political conviction, and 
cannot have been very pleased when the existing mayor was ousted in 1933 to 
make way for a leading local Nazi. Yet the rhetoric of Nazism had a powerful 
social appeal to the community at all social levels. Villagers, suitably 
encouraged by the outpourings of the Propaganda Ministry and its numerous 
organs, could readily identify with the image of Hitler as head of a national 
household based on a network of mutual obligations in the organic national 


community. If propaganda had its limitations in the countryside, with only 
one radio set for every twenty-five inhabitants compared with one in eight in 
the towns even in 1939, and no direct access to cinemas, then the Ministry did 
its best to get its message across through encouraging the purchase of 
‘People’s Receivers’ and sending mobile cinemas round the villages. The 
message they conveyed, of the new People’s Community in which the 
peasantry would occupy a central place, was not unwelcome and helped 
reassure the older farmers that not a lot would change; perhaps the new 
regime would even restore the hierarchical community structures that had 
been undermined by the drift of young men from poor families into the towns 


and the spread of Marxist ideology amongst the goat-farmers.22 


Given such cohesive social structures, it is not surprising that village 
communities remained largely intact during and after the Nazi seizure of 
power. There was little resistance to the takeover; the local Communists were 
subject to house-searches and threatened with arrest, and in social terms the 
suppression of the labour movement in Ko6rle, such as it was, clearly 
represented the reassertion of the dominance of the horse-farmers and cow- 
farmers over the village lower class, the goat-farmers. However, using the 
rhetoric of community to crush opposition to the new regime also had 
implications in the village as to how far the process of co-ordination could go. 
The goat-farmers and their sons were too valuable to the village elites to be 
crushed altogether. Thus the monarchist father of the local Nazi who led the 
police and brownshirt raids on the homes of the local Communists in 1933 
threatened to disinherit him if any of those affected were taken out of the 
village, and thus he limited the effects of the action. When stormtroopers were 
brought in to the village from outside to confiscate the bicycles of the local 
cycling club, which was close to the Communist Party, the local innkeeper, a 
long-established Nazi Party member, presented them with a fictitious deed 
purporting to show that the club owed him so much money that he was 
entitled to seize the bicycles in lieu of payment. The stormtroopers withdrew, 
and the innkeeper stowed the bicycles away in his loft, where they remained 
until they were retrieved by their former owners after the war. Village 
solidarities were often more important than politics, particularly when they 


were threatened from outside.2® 

Nevertheless, the Third Reich did not leave them wholly untouched. In 
Korle, for example, as in other parts of rural Germany, the Nazi regime 
opened up generational tensions as most fathers of all social groups remained 
opposed to Nazism while many sons saw membership and activity in the 
Party as a means of asserting themselves against an authoritarian older 


generation. By joining a variety of Nazi Party organizations they found a new 
role that was not dependent on their elders. Interviewed after the war, 
villagers said the early years of the Third Reich brought ‘war’ into every 


household.24 As the demand for industrial labour grew, More young men, 
and, increasingly, young women from the goat-farmer households spent more 
time working for wages in the towns, bringing new prosperity into the home 
but also getting exposed to new ideas and new forms of social organization. 
The Hitler Youth, the Labour Service, the army and a whole variety of 
women’s organizations took boys and girls, young men and women out of the 
village and showed them the wider world. The escalating Nazi attack on the 
Churches also began to undermine another central village institution, both as 
an instrument of socialization and as a centre of social cohesion. At the same 
time, however, these changes had their limits. The older generation’s belief in 
the community and the farmers’ dependence on the labour and other 
obligations of the young meant that the arrogance of the younger generation 
was tolerated, the tensions it generated dispelled by humour, and the 
household and community preserved intact. And the younger generation’s 
involvement in Nazi Party organizations did not bring them much new 
independence as individuals; it mainly meant they extended their community 


allegiance to a new set of institutions.28 


The fact that village social structures were not fundamentally affected by 
the regime perhaps helps explain why in the end, for all their grumbling, the 
peasants were not driven into outright opposition. The major bones of 
contention - labour shortages, the unwelcome side-effects of the Reich 
Entailed Farm Law, the low prices for their produce set by the Reich Food 
Estate - presented the peasantry with obstacles they did their best to 
circumvent with their traditional cunning, adulterating flour to make it go 
further, selling produce directly on the black market and so on. They could 
also have recourse to the law, and many did so. The effects of the Reich 
Entailed Farm Law, for example, were mitigated by the inclusion of 
provisions for legally removing entailed farmers who refused to pay their 
debts, or failed to run their farms in an orderly manner. Special local courts, 
on which the local farming community was well represented, were not afraid 
to disbar such miscreants, since it was clearly in the interests of efficient food 
production as well as of peace and stability in the countryside that they do 


so.22 On the whole, indeed, these courts took their decisions on a practical 
rather than an ideological basis, and they went some way towards assuaging 
the anger of the farming community at the deleterious consequences of the 


Entailed Farm Law.42 


In the rural Protestant district of Stade, on the North German coast, where 
the Nazis had already won far more votes than average in the elections of the 
early 1930s, peasant farmers were basically in favour of a system of fixed 
prices and quotas, since that made life less uncertain, and the whole ethos of 
peasant society there, as in other parts of Germany, had never been wholly 
attuned to free market capitalism in any case. What they did not like were 
prices that were fixed too low. The lower the prices, the more they grumbled. 
As might be expected from people whose whole lives, like those of their 
forebears, had been constructed around the need to eke a precarious living 
from the land, their dissatisfaction with the regime was limited to the 
instances in which it had an adverse effect on their livelihood. Moreover, 
evasion of the production quotas laid down by the Reich Food Estate or the 
Four-Year Plan often sprang more from the contradictory and irrational ways 
in which the agrarian economy was managed than from any objection to the 
quotas in principle. Thus, for example, when small farmers refused to meet 
their grain quotas, as they often did, this was in many cases so that they could 
use the withheld grain to feed their livestock and so meet their milk and cattle 
quotas. The solidarity of rural communities also meant that farmers felt 
relatively safe in evading the quotas or indeed in voicing their dissatisfaction 
over the regime’s agrarian politics: in contrast to the situation in urban 
Germany, it was rare for anyone in the countryside to be denounced to the 
Gestapo or the Party for uttering criticism of the regime, except where really 
severe conflicts emerged between the old village elites and the aspiring but 
politically frustrated younger generation. Despite the exhortations of the 
Reich Food Estate and the Four-Year Plan administration, peasant farmers 
often remained suspicious of agricultural modernization, new techniques and 
unfamiliar machinery, quite apart from the practical difficulties of obtaining 
these things, and the Third Reich did little in consequence to push on the 
modernization of small-farm agriculture. Instead, grandiose nationwide 
pageants like the annual Harvest Thanksgiving Festival, which drew more 
participants than any other ceremony or ritual occasion in the Third Reich, 
confirmed the peasants in their stubbornness through the uncritical celebration 
of their contribution to the national community. In the end, therefore, Darré’s 
promise of a new rural utopia was no more realized by 1939 than was the 
contrary ambition of the regime to achieve national self-sufficiency in food 
supplies; but few peasants were really interested in these things, however 
flattered they might have been by the accompanying propaganda. What really 
mattered to them was that they were making a decent living, better than they 


had done in the Depression years, and they could live with that.41 


THE FATE OF THE MIDDLE CLASSES 


I 


The peasantry were generally assigned in German political discourse in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth century to that peculiar and amorphous 
social group known by the untranslatable German appellation of the 
Mittelstand. This term expressed in the first place the aspirations of right- 
wing propagandists that the people who were neither bourgeois nor 
proletarian should have a recognized place in society. Roughly equivalent to 
the French petite bourgeoisie or the English lower middle class, they had 
come by the early 1930s to embody much more than a mere social group: in 
German politics they stood for a set of values. Located between the two great 
antagonistic classes into which society had become divided, they represented 
people who stood on their own two feet, independent, hard-working, the 
healthy core of the German people, unjustly pushed to the side by the class 
war that was raging all about them. It was to people like these - small 
shopkeepers, skilled artisans running their own workshops, self-sufficient 
peasant farmers - that the Nazis had initially directed their appeal. The Nazi 
Party programme of 1920 was indeed among other things a typical product of 
the far-right politics of the German Mittelstand; the support of such people 
was among the factors that had got the Party off the ground in the first 


place.42 


The resentments of such groups were many, their perceived enemies legion. 
Small shopkeepers resented the big department stores, artisans hated the mass 
production of the big factories, peasants grumbled about unfair competition 
from the big estates. All of them were susceptible to the appeal of political 
rhetoric that blamed scapegoats such as the Jews for their problems. 
Representatives of all these groups saw an opportunity in the coming of the 
Third Reich to realize their long-held aspirations. And initially, indeed, they 
met with some success. The locally based attacks on the department stores, 
the boycotts and discriminations driven in many cases by artisans and small 
shopkeepers themselves, acting through the Nazi Party and the SA, were 
quickly backed by a Law for the Protection of Individual Trade passed on 12 
May 1933. From now on, chain stores were forbidden to expand or open new 
branches, to add new lines, or to house within their walls self-contained 
departments such as barbers’ shops or shoemaking and shoe-repair sections. 
Restaurants in department stores, widely believed to be undercutting 


independent innkeepers and restaurateurs, were ordered to be closed. In 
August 1933 a new decree imposed further bans on baking, sausage-making, 
watch-repairing, photo-developing, and car-servicing by department stores. 
Three months later, department and chain stores were prohibited from 
offering a discount of more than 3 per cent on prices, a measure also extended 
to consumer co-operatives. Mail-order firms were reined in; Party 
organizations did their best to ensure that contracts for uniforms and 
equipment went to small businesses. From September 1933 the government’s 
housing repair and reconstruction subsidies provided a boost for many 


carpenters, plumbers, masons and other craftsmen.43 Artisans’ pressure- 


groups, frustrated by their failure to get what they wanted during the Weimar 
years, pressed for better qualifications and recognition of their corporate 
status through compulsory membership in trade guilds, and got them: from 
June 1934 artisans had to belong to a guild (Innung), which was required to 
regulate their particular branch of trade, from January 1935 under the 
supervision of the Economic Ministry. After 1935 it was compulsory for 
artisans to pass a master’s examination in order to be officially registered and 
thus to receive permission to open a workshop. These were long-held 
ambitions which went some way towards restoring the status many artisans 
felt they had lost in the course of industrialization and the rise of factory- 
based mass production. They were strongly backed by Schacht, who felt that 
small workshops and their owners made a useful contribution to the economy 
and deserved defending against the attempts of the Labour Front to degrade 


their status to that of workers by incorporating them into its organization.44 


But for all the rhetoric and for all the pressure applied on the ground by 
local Party and brownshirt activists whose own background in many cases lay 
in the world of the small shopkeeper, trader or artisan, the initial flurry of 
practical action and legislative intervention in favour of small businesses soon 
died away as the economy began to be driven by the overwhelming 
imperatives of rearmament. Headlong rearmament necessarily favoured big 
business. Despite all the Nazis’ promises to rescue the lower middle class and 
the small businessman, the number of artisan enterprises, which had increased 
during the economic recovery by around 18 per cent between 1931 and 1936, 


declined by 14 per cent between 1936 and 1939.42 Between 1933 and 1939 
the number of cobblers’ workshops decreased by 12 per cent, of carpenters’ 
by 14 per cent. The total turnover of artisanal trade had not recovered to its 
1926 levels by 1939. Many artisans indeed were actually poorer than 
industrial workers. The shortage of raw materials, the competition of larger 
enterprises, the prohibitive expense of purchasing the machinery needed to 


process, for example, artificial leather, were some of the factors involved in 
bringing about these problems. Some traditional handicrafts like violin- 
making in Mittenwald or clock-making in the Black Forest were 
progressively undercut by factory production and went into a steep decline. 
Moreover, small business, like its bigger rivals, was increasingly beset by 
government regulations. Compulsory guild membership and the requirement 
to take an examination before receiving a formal certificate of competence 
that would allow them to go into business proved to be decidedly mixed 
blessings; many master artisans had to take the examinations all over again, 
and the paperwork involved in this was too much for many of them, 
particularly when in 1937 they were required to keep records of their income 
and expenditure. Instead of self-governing corporations, artisans found 
themselves drafted into guilds organized on the leadership principle and 
directed from above. The promise of enhanced status in a new corporate state 
had proved to be illusory. The Four-Year Plan, in addition, demanded rapid 
training rather than the thorough preparation and high standards which had 
been the idea behind compulsory examinations, so the Artisanal Chambers 


lost the exclusive right to award mastership qualifications.4© 


Small business was squeezed in another way, too, by the loss of labour 
through conscription and the better wages offered to employees in directly 
war-related industries. The concentration of business was suggested strongly 
by a 7 per cent decline in the number of owners and managers in trade, 
communications and transport in the official statistics between 1933 and 
1939. True, some of this was accounted for by the closure of Jewish-owned 
workshops; between 1933 and 1938 the number of Jewish-owned artisanal 
businesses fell from 10,000 to 5,000, and by the end of 1938 all the rest had 
disappeared as well. Almost all of them were too small to be worth taking 
over, and indeed the grand total Aryanized rather than driven to closure was 
no more than 345. But there was more to the decline than this. Over the same 
period, the number of unpaid family employees grew by 11 per cent in 
commercial establishments as it became more difficult to find paid 
employees. Increasingly, as young men drifted away from this sector of the 
economy to other, more attractive ones, or were drafted into the armed forces, 
businesses were run by older men and their womenfolk. A survey of soap and 
brush shops at the beginning of 1939, for instance, showed that 44 per cent 
were run by women, and over 50 per cent of the male owners were over the 
age of fifty; nearly 40 per cent of the male owners also had to supplement 


their earnings from other sources of income. = 


A further financial burden was imposed from December 1938, when 


artisans were required to insure themselves without government assistance. 
By 1939 the Four-Year Plan, with its fixed quotas and prices, had drastically 
circumscribed the independence of small businessmen, from butchers, 
greengrocers, sweet-shop owners, bakers and corner-shops to cobblers, 
tobacco-stall proprietors and stallholders on Germany’s markets. Regulations 
and auditing took up time, while new taxes and compulsory donations cut into 
profits. The drastic shortage of labour in armaments and arms-related 
industries had led to growing official pressure on small businesses and 
workshops to swell the nation’s industrial workforce; by 1939 even 
independent artisans had to carry a work-book with dates of their training, 
qualifications and experience; thus registered, they could be drafted into a 
compulsory labour scheme at any moment; master shoemakers, for example, 
were drafted into the Volkswagen factory to retrain and work as upholsterers. 
In order to facilitate this redeployment of artisanal labour into war-relevant 
production (as the Volkswagen factory indeed was), the Artisanal Chambers 
were required in 1939 to ‘comb through’ their trades and pick out unviable 
enterprises in the consumer industries; perhaps 3 per cent of artisanal 
businesses were wound up as a consequence, almost all of them one-man 
workshops in which the owner was so poor that he had to rely on welfare 


payments for part of his income.48 


Characteristic of the disappointment of many such groups in the Third 
Reich was the experience of the pharmacists, a branch of retailing based 
overwhelmingly on small independent drug stores. Many pharmacists saw in 
the coming of the Third Reich the chance to realize their long-term ambition 
of having their profession formally put on a par with medicine, to push back 
the growing might of the big drug companies, and to restore the integrity of 
the apothecary as a skilled, trained expert - a professional, indeed - who 
produced most medicinal remedies and treatments himself and was 
guaranteed against competition from herbalists and other unqualified rivals by 
the establishment of a legal monopoly. But this vision quickly turned out to be 
a mirage. Although the training of pharmacists was reformed in 1934 and 
Aryanized, with few objections, in 1935, the apothecaries themselves could 
not agree on how best to assert their monopolistic claims, and their 
organizations were absorbed into the Labour Front in 1934. The regime’s 
priorities soon took over, and pharmacists found themselves involved in the 
search for home-grown drugs to render Germany independent of 
pharmaceutical imports, and helping to prepare the medicaments that would 
be needed when war came. In this game, the big drug companies were the 
major players, and military priorities soon rendered the pseudo-medieval idea 
of the independent, small-town apothecary producing his own drugs and 


approved remedies almost entirely obsolescent.42 The same tale could be told 
in many other parts of the independent business sector. In the veterinary 
profession, for example, the same processes of co-ordination took place, with 
existing organizations dissolving themselves, and 4,000 out of Germany’s 
7,900 vets already members of the new Reich Association of German 
Veterinary Surgeons by January 1934. Here as elsewhere, the voluntary 
professional associations largely co-ordinated themselves, and their reward 
was their formal incorporation into a Reich Chamber of Veterinary Surgeons 
in 1936. But early attempts by one wing of the profession to impose a 
backward-looking corporate form on their national organization gave way 
very quickly to the standard institutional structures of the Third Reich, 
centralized, hierarchical, and easily subject to central government control, as 


in other areas of small business as well.22 

Social Democratic observers in Germany reported the dissatisfaction of 
artisans and small shopkeepers with their situation in the Third Reich. 
Already in May 1934, small businessmen and retailers were complaining that 
the economic situation had not improved enough for people to be spending 
more on the consumer goods and services they mainly produced and sold, 
while the Party was constantly badgering them for contributions of one kind 
and another which they had no choice but to pay. Among their many 
grievances was the fact that promises to curb consumer co-operatives, in 
many cases institutions formerly close to the Social Democratic labour 
movement, had not been kept. Co-ordinated into the Labour Front and used as 
a convenient means of rewarding ‘old fighters’ by putting them in executive 
positions, the co-ops lost little more than the subsidies and tax privileges they 
had been granted under the Weimar Republic. A law of May 1935 arranged 
for the winding-up of financially weak co-ops, but attempts to ban civil 
servants from membership were quashed by Hess in 1934; and while around a 
third of the country’s 12,500 co-op stores did close down by 1936, often 
under pressure from local Party groups, there were still some two million co- 
op members at the latter date, and small shopkeepers still felt cheated because 


they had not disappeared altogether.21 In Silesia, according to the report of a 
Social Democratic agent, there was great ‘bitterness’ in these circles: 


The ceaseless collections are leading people to grasp the beggar’s staff. 
Turnover has fallen rapidly. Because of poor wages, workers can only 
buy the cheapest articles, and of course they flock to the department 
stores and one-price shops. People are cursing like fishwives, and their 
disappointment has already made itself publicly apparent in meetings ... 
At a recent meeting in Gorlitz a shopkeeper spoke up in the discussion 


and said: ‘What didn’t they promise us before?! - The department stores 
were going to be closed, the co-operative societies were going to be 
destroyed, the one-price shops were going to disappear. Nothing has 
happened! We’ve been lied to and betrayed!’ The next day the man was 


arrested. This caused a great deal of bitterness. 22 


Not only was consumer demand slow to recover, but the regime had, in this 


sense, not been National Socialist enough.23 

In 1935, even some shopkeepers and artisans who had been zealous Nazis 
in previous times were reported to be voicing their disappointment that their 
situation had not improved. One master artisan from Aachen was heard to say 
that all his colleagues were opponents of Hitler, but only three out of fifty he 


knew would actually dare to open their mouths; the rest remained silent.24 
One could not say that the Nazis had done nothing for them, a Social 
Democratic report noted later, but almost all the measures they had taken had 
been double-edged. Credit had become difficult to obtain, demand was slow 
to recover, price controls had a damaging effect on profits, guild contributions 
were burdensome, the guilds were badly run, and taxes were being ratcheted 


upwards and collected with far greater zeal than before.22 Yet in the end, 
even the Social Democrats were forced to conclude in 1939 that: ‘For the 
moment, the artisans’ discontent against their increasingly oppressive 
situation scarcely has a political point.” They grumbled about shortages of raw 
materials, complained about the loss of their workers to the armed forces or 
the munitions industry, and cursed the requirement placed on them to keep 
elaborate business records, but none of this came together into any 
generalized criticism of the regime itself. The Social Democrats concluded 
that these were ‘social strata for whom political thinking has always been 
alien’. This was dubious. Disappointment created disillusion, even dissent; 
but as in other areas of society, there were good reasons why this did not spill 
over into outright opposition to the regime. Those artisans and small 
businessmen who did keep their heads above water - the great majority - 
found for all their troubles and travails that their economic situation was at 
least better than it had been in the Depression. The small-business sector 
remained deeply divided, between producers and retailers, services and 
manufactures, and in many other ways. Finally, of all the sectors of German 
society this had been the most favourable to right-wing nationalism, 
antisemitism, and anti-democratic sentiment since the late nineteenth century. 
It would take more than economic discontent to turn it against the regime 


alto gether.20 


Il 


Artisans and shopkeepers were not the only social group who hoped for an 
improvement in status with the coming of the Third Reich. White-collar 
workers and salaried employees of private businesses had long looked 
enviously at the superior pay, status and privileges of civil servants. Known 
popularly as the ‘new Mittelstand’, they were, however, deeply divided 
politically, with liberal and Social Democratic organizations rivalling those of 
the far right, and their votes for the Nazi Party in the Weimar years had not 
been above the average for the country as a whole. Many hoped that the Third 
Reich would once more set up the barriers of status between white-collar 
workers and manual labourers that the previous years had torn down. Fear of 
‘proletarianization’ had been a major driving force in the white-collar unions, 
whether on the left, the centre or the right. But they were bitterly disappointed 
when Hitler came to power. The leaders of all three political wings of the 
white-collar unions were arrested and put into concentration camps, and the 
unions themselves, along with all other white-collar organizations, were 


amalgamated into the German Labour Front.22 Moreover, the fact that the 
workers and their organizations were formally integrated into the national 
community dismantled a further barrier. White-collar workers did not possess 
the close-knit traditions or distinctive culture that organized labour had 
enjoyed in the Social Democratic and to a lesser extent Communist 
movement, so they were more vulnerable to atomization and terrorization and 


less capable even of passive resistance. 28 Tt was not surprising, therefore, 
that a Social Democratic agent in a life insurance business in central Germany 
reported in 1936 that most were politically apathetic, apart from a few former 
supporters of the Steel Helmets and the Nationalists, who might not have been 
fanatical adherents of Hitler but were none the less pleased with the way in 
which he had crushed ‘Marxism’ in 1933. ‘The majority of the male 
employees are dully accepting of the political compulsion and all the various 
regulations, ’ he admitted. Most of them came from the lower middle class. 
They blamed problems on the ‘little Hitlers’ of the regime and continued to 
admire the Leader himself. The chances of any kind of critical thinking about 


the regime were fairly remote here,22 


More complicated was the position of university-trained professionals, of 
lawyers, doctors, teachers, engineers, university professors and the like. As 
we have seen, the Third Reich had a variable impact on the status of these 
groups, downgrading lawyers, civil servants, schoolteachers and professors on 
the one hand, and upgrading doctors in particular on the other. The Nazis’ 


anti-intellectualism and populism had an obviously damaging effect on the 
social prestige of such groups overall, and the changes that came about in 
university training reflected this, with the drastic fall in student numbers, the 
requirement to spend long periods of time in labour camps and the abolition 
of autonomous student institutions like the corporations. The rapidly growing 
power and prestige of the armed forces opened up new careers for bright and 
ambitious young men from the upper and middle classes in the officer corps, 
and made the professions seem dull and unrewarding in comparison. The oft- 
repeated and openly expressed Nazi contempt for the law made a career in it 
unappealing, and it is not surprising that by 1939 there were widespread 
complaints about the lack of suitable recruits for the judiciary and the legal 
profession. Even where a profession did relatively well out of the Third 
Reich, like the engineers, their situation did not improve that much. 
Rearmament, with its requirement for technical expertise in the design of 
tanks, ships, planes and weaponry; fortifications like the West Wall and public 
projects like the motorways; prestigious building projects in Berlin, Munich 
and elsewhere: these and other factors even led the Ministry of Labour to 
exempt engineers from labour mobility restrictions in 1937, especially if they 
changed jobs to further their professional training and development. None of 
this made much difference to their pay, however: in a company like Siemens, 
for example, the starting salary of a qualified engineer was still less than that 
of a first-year schoolteacher in 1936, while the engineers’ organization, led by 
Fritz Todt, was still complaining in 1939 that humanities graduates enjoyed 
greater social prestige than engineers. The award at the 1938 Nuremberg 
Party Rally of the second German Prize for Art and Science (the substitute for 
the now-banned Nobel Prizes) to Fritz Todt, the car designer Ferdinand 
Porsche and the aircraft engineers Wilhelm Messerschmidt and Ernst Heinkel 
in explicit and much-trumpeted recognition of the achievements of German 
technology did not seem to compensate much in the eyes of most 


engineers. 22 


All professional groups, however, had lost substantially in autonomy 
through the process of co-ordination in the early months of the Third Reich, 
when their various professional associations were closed down, merged and 
brought under Nazi leadership. All had acquiesced in the process, as they had 
also in the purging of Social Democrats and Communists and the removal of 
Jewish members from the professional associations and in the end from the 
professions themselves. The dumbing-down of university education and 
professional training, with its emphasis on ideological indoctrination and 
military preparedness rather than on the traditional acquisition of knowledge 
and skills, added to this regimentation of professional activities to produce a 


palpable demoralization amongst many professionals. Even the doctors, 
probably the most favoured of the traditional professions under the Third 
Reich, lost some of their old privileges without gaining new ones. When in 
1935 the government introduced a Reich Physicians’ Ordinance, for example, 
supplemented by a Professional Statute in November 1937, the doctors found 
themselves tightly bound by a set of rules imposed from above with penal 
sanctions threatened to anyone who infringed them. Disciplinary courts 
quickly became active in issuing warnings, meting out fines and even 
suspending doctors who transgressed. Not only did the doctors themselves 
now have to keep the Reich Physicians’ Chamber, founded in 1936, informed 
of any changes in their own circumstances, and submit to it any new 
contractual arrangements they entered into for approval; they also had to 
breach patient confidentiality by reporting serious cases of alcoholism, 
hereditary or congenital disabilities and sexually transmitted diseases to the 
authorities. Indeed the 1935 Ordinance, while affirming the principle of 
confidentiality in theory, explicitly said it could be overridden in practice if 
required by the ‘common sense of the people’, which of course, as ever, was 
defined by the regime and its servants. Doctors, no matter how senior they 
might be, were also required to undergo new training courses in racial 
hygiene and hereditarian biology. Five thousand physicians had to attend such 
courses in 1936 alone: many of them resented having to listen to interminable 
lectures by Nazi ideologues whose qualifications they frequently regarded as 
inferior to their own and whose ideas many of them treated with justified 


scepticism and suspicion. 24 


An even worse blow to their collective pride was the regime’s failure to 
concede the medical profession’s long-held demand for the suppression of 
‘quacks’, or non-university-trained healers, of whom there were at least 
14,000 in Germany in 1935, or three for every ten qualified doctors. The 
National Socialist Physicians’ League, to which about a third of doctors 
belonged, lacked influence and prestige and was generally thought to be 
rather ineffective. The position of the Reich Physicians’ Chamber, to which 
all doctors had to belong, was stronger, but the basic problem was that leading 
Nazis, from Hitler downwards, were quite sympathetic to alternative 
medicine. The head of the Reich Physicians’ Chamber, Gerhard Wagner, as 
we have already seen, supported what he called the ‘New German Healing’ 


and tried to foist courses in it on university medical faculties.22 In the face of 
contradictory pressures from the doctors’ organization on the one hand and its 
own leaders on the other, the regime dithered for years until in February 1939 
it finally announced that all lay healers had to be registered with the German 


Natural Healers’ Union, and that henceforth there were to be no new recruits 
into the occupation. Not only did this give the lay healers professional status, 
but from now on, those who could show the required degree of competence 
could get the title ‘physician of natural healing’, thus counting as doctors, 
while university-trained physicians could now be required to assist registered 
nature healers if the latter asked for their help. Particularly talented lay healers 
could even gain admittance to medical faculties in the universities without the 
usual qualifications. Finally, the whole set of rules and regulations was not 
backed up by any kind of sanctions against unregistered lay healers, who 
could continue to practise so long as they did not charge fees. Thus the 
German medical profession had to endure loss of professional status, 
increased government interference, and the erosion of traditional ethical 


positions.22 


Yet all this was more than balanced out by the enormous increase in the 
power doctors wielded over the individual in the Third Reich, bolstered by 
State policies such as sterilization and health screening for a whole variety of 
purposes, from military service to marriage. Health was central to a regime 
whose main priority was racial fitness, and the vast majority of doctors were 
more than willing to go along with the state’s new requirements in this 
respect; indeed, the idea of racial hygiene had been widely popular in the 
medical profession well before 1933. Doctors’ pay increased sharply after 
1937, with average gross earnings rising from just over 9,000 Reichsmarks in 
1933 to nearly 14,000 four years later; by 1939 it was said to be in the region 
of 20,000. The removal of so many Jewish physicians from the profession had 
led to a growth in the practices of those who remained, the economic recovery 
had increased people’s willingness to contribute to health insurance funds, 
and the funds themselves had been reformed so as to make it less expensive 
for patients to visit the surgery and less complicated for doctors to get the 
fees. This put doctors comfortably ahead of lawyers in the earning stakes, 
and, incidentally, amounted to around twice the income of dentists, whose 
role in racial hygiene and its associated health policies was more or less 
minimal. Outside the surgery, the rapid growth in the armed forces opened up 
new opportunities to doctors to serve in the medical corps. Doctors were 
recruited to provide medical services for many branches of the Nazi Party and 
its affiliated organizations, from the brownshirts to the Hitler Youth. The most 
ambitious could join the SS, where they could obtain prestige and promotion 
more easily than in civilian life. Himmler set up an SS medical academy in 
Berlin to provide them with ideological training, and the doctors within the 
SS were headed by the grandly titled SS Reich Doctor, parallel to Himmler’s 
own title of SS Reich Leader. Altogether, it has been estimated that over two- 


thirds of physicians in Germany had a connection with the Nazi Party and its 
affiliates. The doctors’ key role in the imagined Nazi future was marked out 
by institutions such as the Leadership School of German Physicians, a 
training camp located in a picturesque part of rural Mecklenburg, where 
members of the Nazi Physicians’ League underwent a two-week training 
programme in Nazi ideology to prepare them for a political role in the Third 
Reich in years to come. Younger doctors thus found scope for their ambition 
in the highly ideologized area of racial hygiene, while older, established 
members of the profession were able to carry on their traditional work, and 
even be paid better than before for it, at the price of an unprecedentedly high 
level of interference in it from the state. It was an implicit bargain that most 


medical men were willing to accept.04 


Ill 


Other professional groups were somewhat less satisfied, in particular 
Germany’s vast and ramified state civil service. Despite Hitler’s attempt in 
1934 to try and sort out a division of labour between the traditional state 
service and the Party, tensions and struggles between the normative and 
prerogative arms of the ‘dual state’ continued and if anything got worse as 
time went on. While institutions like the Interior Ministry felt obliged to warn 
civil servants not to accept instructions from Nazi Party agencies or 
individuals without any formal capacity in the state, Hitler himself, notably in 
a proclamation read to the Nuremberg Party Rally on 11 September 1935, 
insisted repeatedly that if state institutions proved ineffective in implementing 
the Party’s policies, then ‘the movement’ would have to implement them 
instead. “The battle against the inner enemy will never be frustrated by formal 


bureaucracy or its incompetence. °©5 The result was that the civil service soon 
began to seem very unattractive to ambitious young graduates eager to make 
their way in the world. As the SS Security Service noted in a report in 1939: 


The development of the sphere of the civil service has in general again 
been in a negative direction. Well-known, threatening phenomena have 
in the period under review once more increased in dimension, such as 
the shortage of personnel, negative selection and absence of younger 
recruits because of the poor pay and public defamation of the civil 
service, failures in personnel policy because of the lack of any unity of 


approach, and so on.28 


There were serious problems of recruitment already by 1937. The law 


faculties of Germany’s universities, upon which the civil service largely 
depended for recruits, had shrunk dramatically in size since 1933, as students 
went into more fashionable subjects like medicine. On the other hand, the 
bureaucratization of Nazi Germany - a term actually used in 1936 by the 
Reich Statistical Office - had led to a 20 per cent growth in public 
employment in federal, state and local administration between 1933 and 1939. 
But better-paid administrative posts were still to be had in the Party and its 
affiliated organizations. By 1938 there were serious staff shortages in state 
offices at all levels. Yet it was not until the summer of 1939 that the salary 
cuts imposed by Briining’s austerity programme during the Depression were 
at least partially reversed. Interior Minister Wilhelm Frick painted a drastic 
picture of civil servants’ chronic indebtedness and predicted that the civil 
service would soon be unable to carry out its tasks any more. For the sharp 
decline in the prestige and position of civil servants, however, the Party and 
its leaders, who constantly poured scorn upon the state apparatus and those 


who staffed it, only had themselves to blame.©2 


In view of these developments, it was not surprising that a thoughtful civil 
servant, Count Fritz-Dietlof von der Schulenburg, himself a member of the 
Nazi Party since 1932, voiced his despair at the way things were going in 
September 1937. He drew Ministers’ attention to the new Reich Civil Service 
Law, which described the civil service as the main pillar of the state. Without 
it, he pointed out, the Four-Year Plan could not be properly implemented. Yet 
its efficient functioning was being blocked by a sharp decline in strength as a 
result of repeated political and racial purges, while the proliferation of Party 
and state institutions had led to a chaos of competing competences that made 
proper administration virtually impossible. He went on: 


Although it has considerable achievements to its credit since the take- 
over of power, it is publicly ridiculed as a ‘bureaucracy’ either by the 
Leader or by the community and decried as alien to the people, disloyal, 
without anyone being prepared to reject officially this disparagement of 
a class on which the state depends. Civil servants, especially leading 
ones, are exposed to attacks on their work, which in fact are directed 
against the state as such .. . The consequences of this treatment of the 
civil service are that the civil service feels increasingly defamed, without 
honour, and in some degree of despair. Recruitment is beginning to dry 
up ... The civil service is largely reduced to the economic status of the 
proletariat ... By comparison, business offers many times the salary . . 
68 


Among senior civil servants such as Schulenburg, disappointment at the 


dashing of the high hopes they had held in 1933 was palpable. Things, he 
declared, were even worse than they had been under Weimar. The long and 


honourable tradition of the civil service was being destroyed.£2 

Schulenburg’s disillusion was to lead him rapidly into a position strongly 
hostile to the regime. As far as the great majority of civil servants were 
concerned, however, the forces of tradition and inertia proved superior. The 
civil service had held a special place in German society and politics since its 
formation in eighteenth-century Prussia. Some of the ideals of duty to the 
nation, contempt for politics, and belief in efficient administration, survived 
into the twentieth century and informed civil servants’ reaction to the Nazis. 
Rigid bureaucratic procedures, formal rules, a plethora of grades and titles, 
and much more besides, marked out the civil service as a special institution 
with a special consciousness. It was not easily displaced. Some decided to 
soldier on in the interests of the nation they thought the civil service had 
always represented. Others were attracted by the authoritarian style of the 
Third Reich, its emphasis on national unity, on the removal of overt political 
conflict, and particularly, perhaps, its effective removal of a whole range of 
constraints on bureaucratic action. Efficiency replaced accountability, and that 
too was attractive to many civil servants. In every Ministry in Berlin, every 
regional and local government office, civil servants obeyed the laws and 
decrees handed down to them by Hitler, G6ring and other Ministers to 
implement because, above all, they considered it their duty to do so. 
Dissenters, of course, had been weeded out in 1933; but the vast majority of 
German bureaucrats were in any case arch-conservatives who believed in an 
authoritarian state, considered Communists and even Social Democrats 


traitors, and favoured renewed national expansion and rearmament.22 

One such bureaucrat, typical in many ways, whose voluminous family 
correspondence has by chance survived to give us a detailed view of a 
middle-class perspective on the Third Reich, was Friedrich Karl Gebensleben, 
City Planning Officer in Braunschweig. Born in 1871, the year of German 
unification, Karl Gebensleben had trained as an engineer and worked for the 
German railway system in Berlin before taking up his post in 1915. He was 
obviously a man of integrity who was trusted by his colleagues, and by the 
early 1930s he was combining his administrative post with the office of 
deputy mayor of the city. His wife Elisabeth, born in 1883, came from a 
prosperous farming background, as did her husband. The couple were pillars 
of Braunschweig society, frequented concerts and patronized the theatre, and 
were to be seen together at all major public celebrations, receptions and 
similar events. Their daughter Irmgard, born in 1906, had married a 


Dutchman, and her presence in Holland was the occasion for most of the 
family’s letter-writing; their son Eberhard, born in 1910, studied law at a 
series of universities, as was normal at the time, including Berlin and 
Heidelberg, and aimed to take up work in the Reich civil service as a career. 
This was a solid, conventional, bourgeois family, therefore. But in the early 
1930s it was clearly in a deep state of anxiety, plagued above all by fears of a 
Communist or socialist revolution. Elisabeth Gebensleben expressed a widely 
held view when she wrote to her daughter on 20 July 1932 that Germany was 
in mortal peril from the Communists, aided and abetted by the Social 
Democrats. The country was swarming with Russian agents, she thought, and 
the violence on the streets was the beginning of a planned destabilization of 


the country. Thus any measures to ward off the threat were justified 21 

Well before the Nazi seizure of power, Elisabeth Gebensleben had become 
an admirer of Hitler and his movement: “This readiness to make sacrifices, 
this burning patriotism and this idealism!’ she exclaimed in 1932 on 
witnessing a Nazi Party demonstration: ‘And at the same time such tight 


discipline and control!’2 Not surprisingly, she was full of enthusiasm for the 
coalition government headed by Hitler and appointed on 30 January 1933 - in 
the nick of time, she thought, as she witnessed a Communist demonstration 
against the appointment (‘Has Hitler grasped the tiller too late? Bolshevism 


has taken far, far deeper anchor in the people than one suspected’).22 The 
mass, brutal violence meted out by the Nazis to their opponents in the 
following months did not, therefore, cause her many sleepless nights: ‘This 
ruthless, decisive action by the national government’, she wrote on 10 March 
1933, ‘may put some people off, but first there surely has to be a root-and- 
branch purge and clear-out, otherwise it won’t be possible to start 


reconstruction.’Z4 The ‘purge’ included the Social Democratic Mayor of 
Braunschweig, Ernst BOhme, who had been elected in 1929 at the age of 
thirty-seven. On 13 March 1933 Nazi stormtroopers burst into a council 
session and hauled him roughly out onto the street. Within a few days he had 
been forced under duress to sign a paper resigning all his offices in the town. 
A band of SS men took him to the offices of the local Social Democratic 
newspaper, stripped him naked, threw him onto a table and beat him 
unconscious, after which they threw a bucket of water over him, dressed him 
again as he was, paraded him through the streets and put him in the town gaol, 
from which he was eventually released some time later, to return to private 
life. As his deputy, Karl Gebensleben took over temporarily and without 
demur as the city’s new mayor. Although he was upset by the dramatic and 
unexpected scene he had witnessed in the council chamber, Karl nevertheless 


took strong exception to newspaper reports that he had wept as the mayor was 
carried off to his fate. He had indeed worked closely with B6hme over the 
past few years, but his probity as a civil servant would not have allowed him 
such an unrestrained show of emotion. His wife Elisabeth, though 
disapproving (‘I would have wanted Boéhme to have a somewhat less 
ignominious sendoff’), consoled herself with the thought that in the 
Revolution of 1918 the conservative mayor of the time had himself been 


humiliated by the ‘Reds’. 

Like other conservatives, the Gebenslebens were reassured by the obeisance 
to tradition paid in the opening ceremony of the Reichstag at Postdam on 21 
March. They dusted off their black-white-red imperial flag and hung it out in 
triumph, while Karl took part in a celebratory march through the streets of 


Braunschweig -2© Anything the Gebenslebens disliked, especially acts of 
violence committed by the stormtroopers and SS, they dismissed as the work 


of Communist infiltrators-Z2 They believed implicitly the trumped-up charges 


of peculation brought by the Nazis against trade union officials and others.28 


As Elisabeth reported to her daughter Hitler’s speeches over the radio, what 
shone through in her words was a strongly reawakened national pride: 


Germany now had a Chancellor to whom the whole world paid attention.2 A 
staunch Protestant, she joined the German Christians (‘So, reform in the 
Church. I’m pleased’) and listened excitedly as her pastor compared Hitler to 


Martin Luther.22 The family’s illusions were as significant as their 
enthusiasms. Karl Gebensleben applauded the ‘strict discipline’ introduced 
into public life and the economy by ‘the leadership principle, which alone has 
validity’ and the ‘co-ordination down to the tiniest institutions’, but thought 
that in time a moderate opposition along English lines would be permitted to 
exist. Towards the end of May, he and his wife finally joined the Nazi Party, 
not out of self-preservation, but out of a positive sense of commitment to the 
new Germany. As he wrote proudly if somewhat self-consciously to his 
daughter: 


So your ‘old’ dad has also had to procure for himself a brownshirt, 
peaked cap, belt, tie and party badge as fast as possible. Mum thinks the 
uniform fits me fantastically and makes me look decades (?) younger!!! 
Oh!!! Well, well, my dear, if only someone had told me before! But it’s 
a grand feeling to see how everyone is trying through discipline to do 
the best for the Fatherland - strictly according to the motto: The public 


interest comes first.81 


As an administrator, Karl welcomed the decision to exclude the city council 
from most future issues and to decide them instead in a small committee. ‘By 


this means, time and energy are made available for useful work.’82 Before 
him, he saw a new time of efficiency and coherence in administration. Things, 
of course, did not quite turn out that way. 

This was not the only point on which the Gebenslebens deceived 
themselves. There were illusions too in the family’s attitude to the regime’s 
posture towards the Jews. Antisemitism initially played little part in the 
family’s support for Nazism. When Elisabeth Gebensleben saw the shattered 
display windows of Jewish-owned shops in the town in mid-March 1933, she 
ascribed this to ‘provocateurs . . . who, as has been ascertained, have 
smuggled themselves into the NSDAP in order to discredit the nationalist 
movement at home and abroad . . . Communists and fellow travellers’. If any 


Nazis were involved, it was clear that Hitler disapproved, she thought.83 She 
found antisemitic speeches by Goebbels and Goring ‘terrible’ and was 
alarmed by the Nazis’ disruption of Fritz Busch’s work as a conductor in 
Leipzig (she thought this was because he was Jewish, although in fact he was 
not). Such attacks on Jewish artists were ‘catastrophic’, she wrote, and added: 
‘There are rogues amongst the Jews too, but one mustn’t forget all the great 
men amongst the Jews, who have achieved such an enormous amount in the 


fields of art and science.’24 

Yet she was soon taking a different view, following the boycott of Jewish 
shops on 1 April 1933 and the accompanying massive propaganda. “The era 
in which we are now living’, she wrote to her daughter with unintentionally 
prophetic force on 6 April 1933, ‘will only be judged fairly by posterity.’ She 
went on: 


It’s world history that we’re experiencing. But world history rolls over 
the fate of the individual, and that makes this epoch, which is so pure 
and elevated in its aim, so difficult, because side-by-side with the joy we 
are experiencing, there is also sympathy with the fate of the individual. 
That applies to the fate of the individual Jew too, but does not alter 
one’s judgement of the Jewish question as such. The Jewish question is 
a worldwide question just like Communism, and if Hitler intends to deal 
with it, just as he does with Communism, and his aim is achieved, then 


perhaps Germany will one day be envied.282 


She considered the boycott justified in view of the ‘smear campaign 
against Germany’ that the regime claimed was being mounted by 


Marxists and Jews abroad. All stories of antisemitic atrocities in 
Germany were ‘pure invention’, she roundly declared to her daughter in 
Holland, following Goebbels’s injunction to anyone who had contacts 
with foreigners to take this line; either she had forgotten the incidents 
she had found so shocking only three weeks before, or she had decided 
deliberately to suppress them. Germany had been robbed of the 
‘possibility of life’ by the Treaty of Versailles, she reminded her 
daughter: ‘Germany is protecting itself with the weapons it has. That the 
Jews are partly being shown the door of their offices in the legal system, 
in medicine, is also correct in economic terms, as hard as it hits the 
individual, innocent person.’ She believed, wrongly of course, that their 
number was merely being reduced to the same proportion as that of 
Jews in the population as a whole (though this principle, she failed to 
reflect, did not apply to other groups in Germany society, for example 
Protestants, whose share of top jobs was proportionately far higher than 
that of Catholics). In any case, she said, demonstrating how far she had 
taken Nazi propaganda on board in the space of a mere few weeks, 
perhaps because it built on prejudices already latent in her mind, the 
Jews were ‘cunning’: “The Jews want to rule, not to serve.’ Her husband 
Karl told her stories of Jewish ambition and corruption that seemed to 


justify the purge.8© By October 1933 she had slipped effortlessly into 
the use of Nazi language in her letters, describing the Communist-front 


Brown Book of Nazi atrocities as a work of ‘lying Jewish smears’ 22 


As far as Karl was concerned, the achievement of the Third Reich was to 
have replaced disorder with order. ‘When the National Socialist government 
took power,’ he said in a speech welcoming the new Nazi mayor of 
Braunschweig as he took up his office on 18 October 1933, ‘it found chaos.’ 
The removal of the endlessly quarrelling political parties of the Weimar years 
had paved the way for orderly municipal improvements. Beyond this, 


Germany’s pride had been restored.28 When disorder seemed to raise its head 
once more at the end of June 1934, in the shape of Emst R6hm and the 
brownshirts, Elisabeth breathed a sigh of relief as Hitler acted. Unlike her 
daughter, she expressed no doubts about the rightness of the murders 
committed at Hitler’s behest. ‘One feels absolutely insignificant in the face of 


the greatness, the truthfulness and the openness of such a man,’ she wrote.22 


After these events, the family had little more to say to each other about 
politics. Their concerns turned inwards, to the birth of grandchildren, and to 
Karl and Elisabeth’s son Eberhard, who was planning to study for a doctorate 


with the conservative, pro-Nazi jurist Walter Jellinek in Heidelberg; after 
much discussion, Jellinek suddenly disappeared from their correspondence: it 


turned out that he was Jewish and he therefore lost his j ob.22 

Eberhard signed on for paramilitary training with the brownshirts, did his 
military service, then entered the Reich Economics Ministry as a junior civil 
servant, joining the Nazi Party on 29 November 1937. The family’s interest in 
politics did not revive. Nazi Germany for the Gebenslebens provided the 
stability they had longed for, a kind of return to normality after the upheavals 
of the Weimar years. In comparison with this, small doubts and niggles about 
the way in which it had been done seemed insignificant, hardly worth 
bothering about. The defeat of Communism, the overcoming of political 
crisis, the restoration of national pride were what the Gebenslebens wanted. 
Everything else they ignored, explained away, or, more insidiously, gradually 
took on board as the propaganda apparatus of the Third Reich incessantly 
hammered its messages home to the population. The conformity of middle- 
class families like the Gebenslebens was bought at the price of illusions that 
were to be rudely shattered after 1939. Karl and Elisabeth did not live to see 
this happen. Karl died on the day he retired, 1 February 1936, of a heart 
attack; his widow Elisabeth followed him on 23 December 1937. Eberhard’s 
career in the civil service did not last long: by 1939 he had been drafted into 


the army. 


THE TAMING OF THE PROLETARIAT 


I 


By far the largest social class in Germany in 1933 was the proletariat, 
comprising roughly 46 per cent of the economically active population. The 
occupational census of 16 June 1933, long planned and carried out largely 
free of Nazi interference, showed that a further 17 per cent could be classed as 
civil servants, white-collar workers or soldiers, 16.4 per cent as self- 
employed, the same proportion, 16.4 per cent, as unpaid family assistants 
(mostly on small farms), and 3.8 per cent as domestic servants. Looking at the 
adult population by economic sector, the census-takers reckoned that 13.1 
million were active in industry and artisanal trades in 1933, 9.3 million in 
agriculture and forestry, 5.9 million in trade and transport, 2.7 million in 
public and private service, and 1.3 million in domestic service. German 
society, in other words, was a society in which the industrial working class 
was large and growing, agriculture was still significant but in decline, and the 
service sector, which dominates the advanced economies of the twenty-first 
century, was only relatively small in scale, though expanding rapidly. Modern 
industries, like chemicals, printing and copying, and electrical products, 
pointed to the future with between a quarter and a fifth of their workers being 
women, and women were prominent in some areas of the service sector too. 
In the traditional and still immensely powerful industries such as mining, 
metalworking, construction and the like, however, it was still a man’s world. 
Roughly a quarter of all economically active people in industry were 
concentrated in metallurgy and engineering in their broadest sense. More than 
three million people were active in these industries in 1933, and over two 
million in building and construction; to these, in the core of the traditional 
industrial working class, could be added 867,000 in the timber and 
woodworking industries, just over 700,000 in mining, saltworking and turf- 
digging and 605,000 in quarrying and stone-working. Only a tiny proportion 
of those active in these fields were women - less than 2 per cent in mining and 
construction, for example. And it was these classic areas of male employment 
- or, in the early 1930s, unemployment - that gave the tone to the working 


class and the labour movement as a whole.22 


Mass unemployment had undermined the cohesion and morale of the 
working class in the early 1930s. It had destabilized Germany’s large and 
well-organized trade union movement. In the search for a solution, the major 


working-class parties had either lost the capacity for independent action, like 
the Social Democrats, or deceived themselves with futile and self-destructive 
revolutionary fantasies, like the Communists. In 1933 they paid the price. 
Between March and July 1933 the Nazis destroyed the long-established 
German labour movement, closed down the trade unions and banned the two 
main parties of the working class. Organized resistance by remnants of the old 
labour movement continued for a while but it too was eventually 


suppressed.22 In the meantime, the Nazis moved to create a new labour 
organization that would co-ordinate the workers under the control of the state. 
The existing Nazi trade union, the National Socialist Factory Cell 
Organization, was viewed with suspicion by employers, who saw its potential 
for militancy as a threat. Business did not want to get rid of the old trade 
unions only to see another, more powerful form of unionism taking their 
place. Industrialists and bankers were dismayed by the disorder in the 
factories, as brownshirts and Factory Cell Organization agents attacked and 
expelled elected union and workers’ council representatives and took over the 
representation of employees themselves. Employers soon began complaining 
that these agents were interfering in the running of their businesses, making 
unreasonable demands, and generally disrupting things by throwing their 
weight around. In Saxony, for example, the Nazi Party Regional Leader 
Martin Mustchmann even arrested the President of the State Bank, Carl 
Degenhardt, and held him in custody for a month. Such actions were not 


welcomed by the business community.24 


The disruption was a consequence not least of the radical ambitions of the 
Factory Cell Organization, whose influence in this period was out of all 
proportion to its relatively weak membership of a mere 300,000 employees. 
Backed by the muscle of the stormtroopers and the co-ordinating will of the 
new regime, its agents had already moved in to trade union offices and were 
beginning to run their affairs well before the unions were effectively 
abolished on 2 May 1933. The Factory Cell Organization’s leading figure, 
Reinhard Muchow, not yet thirty years of age at the time of the Nazi seizure 
of power, had cut his teeth in a series of bitter labour disputes in the final 
years of the Weimar Republic, most notably in the Berlin transport workers’ 
strike of 1932, when the Nazis had fought side by side with the Communists. 
As propaganda assistant to Goebbels in the latter’s capacity as Party Regional 
Leader for Berlin, Muchow had directed his appeal to the capital city’s 
working class, to which indeed he himself belonged. In his vision, the Factory 
Cell Organization would grow into a gigantic trade union organization 
representing every employed person in the Third Reich. In this capacity it 


would form a crucial element in the new corporate state; it would determine 
wages and salaries, present the government with new labour protection 


measures, and take over the unions’ social functions.22 


But the Nazi leadership did not want class conflict imported from the 
Weimar Republic into the new Reich. Already on 7 April, Hess had ordered 
the Factory Cell Organization not to interfere in the running of businesses, or, 
indeed, to disrupt the work of the trade unions, whose role in paying benefits 
to unemployed members was crucial during the Depression. The takeover of 
the unions on 2 May was in some respects a classic example of the Nazi 
leadership’s tendency to try to channel uncoordinated activism into 


institutional forms when it began to become a nuisance.2© The unions were 


immediately replaced by the German Labour Front, officially celebrated at a 
ceremony attended by Hitler and the cabinet on 10 May 1933. The man 
appointed to lead the Labour Front was one of the Third Reich’s more 
colourful characters, Robert Ley. Born in 1890 as the seventh of eleven 
children of a West German farmer, Ley had suffered a life-shaping trauma as 
a child when his father had got deeply into debt and tried to raise insurance 
money to repay it by setting fire to his farm. To judge from Ley’s later 
autobiographical writings, the poverty and disgrace that ensued for the family 
after his father’s conviction for arson left the boy with a permanent sense of 
social insecurity and resentment against the upper classes. Intelligent and 
ambitious, he chose to rebound by working hard at his studies, and, unusually 
for someone of his background, entered university. Partly supporting himself 
through part-time work, he studied chemistry from 1910 onwards. In 1914, 
however, the war put a temporary halt to all this; Ley volunteered 
immediately and served in an artillery unit on the Western Front until 1916, 
when, bored with the constant pounding and the bloody stalemate of trench 
warfare, he trained as a pilot and began to fly spotter-planes. On 29 July 1917 
his aircraft was shot down; almost miraculously, his co-pilot managed a 
crash-landing. But they landed behind enemy lines. Ley was captured, and 
spent the rest of the war as a prisoner of the French. The incident left Ley 
with serious injuries, including not just damage to his leg, which was saved 
only after six operations, but also to the frontal lobe of his brain, which seems 
to have gradually deteriorated over the years. He spoke with a stammer, and 
became increasingly prone to bouts of alcoholism and unrestrained behaviour 


of all kinds.22 

Ley returned to university at the end of the war and completed his studies, 
gaining a doctorate in 1920 for his dissertation in food chemistry, part of 
which was published in a scientific journal. With this training, it is not 


surprising that he secured a good job in the Bayer chemical company, in 
Leverkusen. This enabled him to marry and start a family. Yet he remained 
discontented and insecure, his dissatisfaction with the humdrum routine of 
everyday life fired by his reading of romantic and utopian literature. The 
French occupation of the Rhineland, where he lived, fuelled his nationalist 
beliefs, which turned into admiration for Hitler when Ley read reports of the 
Nazi Leader’s speech at the trial of the Munich putschists early in 1924. Ley 
joined the Nazi Party and soon became a leading local campaigner, rising to 
become Regional Leader for the Southern Rhineland in June 1925. As with 
many other prominent early Nazis, Ley was won over by Hitler’s oratory on 
first hearing it. He conceived a boundless admiration for the Nazi Leader, 
perhaps, as psychohistorians have suggested, finding in him a substitute for 
the father whose disgrace had cast such a pall over Ley’s childhood. Ley 
backed Hitler in the disputes that divided the Rhineland branches of the Party 
from the leadership in the mid-1920s, and helped Hitler to take the reins of 
power in the Party back into his hands again after his enforced inactivity 
following the failure of the 1923 Munich putsch. It was for this reason, and 
because Ley, despite his stutter, proved to be an effective, rabble-rousing 
speaker, that Hitler repeatedly overlooked complaints from Ley’s colleagues 
about his financial mismanagement, his high-handed attitude towards 
subordinates, and his administrative incompetence. Ley was soon running a 
regional Nazi newspaper, full of antisemitic propaganda whose virulence 
yielded little to that of the more notorious The Stormer, published by Julius 
Streicher, the Party Regional Leader in Nuremberg. The paper, the West 
German Observer, ran repeated allegations of ritual murder by Jews, and 
carried pornographic stories about the supposed seduction of Aryan girls by 
their Jewish employers. Such claims led to several prosecutions and fines 
being imposed on Ley, which did nothing to deter him from repeating 


them.28 


Brought by Hitler to Munich Party headquarters in 1931, Ley stepped into 
Gregor Strasser’s shoes on the latter’s sudden resignation as Reich 
Organization Leader of the Party in December, 1932, though he did not 
inherit the immense administrative power his predecessor had possessed. 
Ley’s experience in trying to win over the voters of the strongly working- 
class areas of the Rhineland, coupled with his utopian idealism and his social 
resentments, gave his Nazism a discermibly collectivist tinge. It made him 
Hitler’s obvious choice to work out plans for the remodelling of Germany’s 
labour organizations early in April 1933. In formal political terms, Ley’s task 
was to fulfil Hitler’s vision of integrating the working class into the new 
Germany, to win over perhaps the most recalcitrant, most anti-Nazi part of 


Germany’s population to enthusiastic support of the new order. But Ley 
lacked the expertise to do this on his own initiative. He was quick to install 
the Labour Front in the old trade union offices and to incorporate the Factory 
Cell Organization. But he had little alternative but to make use of the 
Organization’s officials in setting up the Labour Front’s internal structures. 
Initially, these just placed existing union institutions under new management 
with new names and arranged them into five large sub-groups. Thus the old 
trade union organization became one sub-group, with all its subordinate 
divisions such as its press bureau and its newspaper, while the white-collar 
unions formed another sub-group, retailers a third, the professions a fourth 
and business the fifth. The way for the Labour Front to become the nucleus of 
a Corporate State on the Italian Fascist model, reconciling the interests of all 
the different sectors of the economy in the service of the new political order, 


seemed to be open.22 


But these ideas, pushed by Muchow and the Factory Cell Organization 
leaders, did not last very long. Neither the professions nor business were 
enthusiastic about them, the retailers never had much influence, and Muchow 
and his friends were by far the most dynamic force in the new structure. 
Before long, the Labour Front had become what they had wanted the Factory 
Cell Organization to be, a sort of super-union representing above all the 
interests of the workers. In this capacity it issued orders regulating paid 
vacations, wage agreements, equal pay for women, health and safety and 
much more besides. At a local level, agitation continued, with some officials 
threatening to send employers to concentration camp if they did not give in to 
their demands. Muchow declared that ex-Social Democrats and even some 
ex-Communists were responsible, and instituted an investigation of the 
political past of all the functionaries of the Labour Front with a view to 
purging 100,000 of them from the organization. But complaints continued to 
multiply, from the Minister of Labour, the Interior Minister, even the 
Transportation Minister, all worried that their authority was being eroded by 
the unilateral actions of lower-level Labour Front functionaries. Things 
seemed to be getting out of hand, and it was time to bring the situation under 


control,199 


Il 


On 19 May 1933, acting under pressure from the employers and from 
government Ministries in Berlin, the cabinet promulgated a Law on Trustees 
of Labour. This established twelve state officials whose job it was to regulate 


wages, conditions of work and labour contracts in each of their respective 
districts, and to maintain peace between workers and employers. The Trustees 
were Officials of the Reich Ministry of Labour. Only two of them belonged to 
the Factory Cell Organization; five of them were corporate lawyers and four 
were civil servants. The rather vague terms of the Law were filled out in 
detail in a further measure, the Law for the Ordering of National Labour, 
issued on 20 January 1934 and drafted by a civil servant who had previously 


been employed by an industrial pressure-group 101 The new Laws swept 


away the framework of bilateral collective bargaining and regulation between 
employers and unions that had been one of the great achievements of Weimar 
labour policy and replaced it with a new structure that incorporated the 
National Socialist ‘leadership principle’. They stressed that there was no need 
for antagonism between workers and employers in the new National Socialist 
state; both would work together in harmony as part of the newly unified 
German racial community. To underline this, the Laws were couched in a neo- 
feudal language of reciprocity which, like the real feudalism of the Middle 
Ages, concealed the fact that real power lay predominantly in the hands of 
one side: the employers. The powers of the Trustees of Labour included the 
appointment of Councils of Trust for individual plants, the arbitration of 
disputes, the confirmation of redundancies, the regulation of working hours 
and the basis for calculating piece-rates, and the referral of abuses of 
authority, provocation, disruption, breach of confidence and _ similar 
misdemeanours to Courts of Honour which would have a quasi-judicial 
function and include judges appointed by the Ministry of Justice among their 
members. The employer was now called the ‘plant leader’ (Betriebsftihrer) 
and the workers his ‘retinue’ (Gefolgschaft). Replacing Weimar’s system of 
elected works councils and legally binding contracts of employment, the new 
system put all the cards into the hands of the bosses in collaboration with the 
Trustees of Labour. In fact, the Courts of Honour were virtually a dead letter; 
only 516 cases were brought before them in 1934-6, mostly concerning the 
physical abuse of apprentices by master-artisans. They might have looked fair 


and just on paper, but in practice they had little real effect 102 

This new system of industrial relations represented a major victory for the 
employers, backed by Hitler and the Nazi leadership, who badly needed the 
co-operation of industry in their drive to rearm. While the new Trustees of 
Labour poured open scorn upon the idea of a corporate state, the chances of 
the Factory Cell Organization’s ideas gaining wider influence were struck a 
fatal blow by the shooting of Reinhard Muchow in a tavern brawl on 12 
September 1933. This took the driving force out of the radical wing of the 


Labour Front, and opened the way for Ley, now more versed in the 
complexities of labour relations than he had been the previous spring, to re- 
establish his authority. On 1 November 1933, Ley told workers at the Siemens 
factory in Berlin: 


We are all soldiers of labour, amongst whom some command and the 
others obey. Obedience and responsibility have to count amongst us 
again . . . We can’t all be on the captain’s bridge, because then there 
would be nobody to raise the sails and pull the ropes. No, we can’t all 


do that, we’ve got to grasp that fact 103 


Ley now reorganized the Labour Front, getting rid of the remnants of trade 
union culture and attitudes, abolishing the last separate functions of the 
Factory Cell Organization, and acceding to the insistence of the Labour 
Ministry and the new labour laws that it had no role to play in the negotiation 
of wage agreements. The Labour Front was restructured along the same lines 
as the Party, with a top-down organization replacing the previous parallel 
representation of workers, white-collar employees and the rest. It now had a 
number of central departments - propaganda, law, education, social affairs, 
etc. - whose orders went down to the corresponding departments at the 
regional and local level. The old Factory Cell Organization officials did their 
best to obstruct the new system, but after the ‘Night of the Long Knives’ they 
were summarily dismissed en masse. Behind these political manoueverings 
lay the recognition of Hitler and the other regime leaders that rearmament, 
their principal economic priority, could only be achieved smoothly and 
rapidly if the workforce could be kept under control. This involved clearing 
away the more revolutionary elements in the Labour Front, just as it involved 
clamping down on any ideas of a ‘second revolution’ pushed by the 
brownshirts and their leaders. By the autumn of 1934 it was clear that in the 
battle to control labour relations, the employers had come out on top. Yet the 
struggle had not left them in the situation they really wanted. The 
organization and structure of the shopfloor under National Socialism certainly 
had a lot in common with the kind of management and industrial relations 
system desired by many employers in the 1920s and early 1930s, but it also 
introduced massive interference in labour relations by the state, the Labour 
Front and the Party, in areas where management had traditionally sought 
exclusive control. The trade unions were gone, but despite this, the employers 


were not masters in their own house any more,104 


In the meantime, the huge apparatus of the German Labour Front quickly 
began to gain a reputation as perhaps the most corrupt of all the major 
institutions of the Third Reich. For this, Ley himself had to shoulder a large 


part of the blame. His position as head of the Labour Front made him 
comfortably off, with a salary of 4,000 Reichsmarks, to which he added 2,000 
Reichsmarks as Reich Organization Leader of the Party, 700 Reichsmarks as a 
Reichstag deputy, and 400 Reichsmarks as a Prussian State Councillor. But 
this was only the beginning. His books and pamphlets, which Labour Front 
officials were encouraged to buy in bulk for distribution to the members, 
brought in substantial royalties, while profits from his newspaper - 50,000 
Reichsmarks a year - went straight into his pocket. Ley made free personal 
use of the substantial funds confiscated by the Labour Front from the former 
trade unions, and in 1940 he benefited from a one-off gift of a million 
Reichsmarks bestowed on him by Hitler. With such funds, he bought a whole 
series of grand villas in the most fashionable districts of Germany’s towns and 
cities. The running costs, which in his villa in Berlin’s Grunewald included a 
cook, two nannies, a chambermaid, a gardener and a housekeeper, were met 
by the Labour Front up to 1938, and even after that it paid all Ley’s 
entertainment expenses. He was fond of expensive automobiles and gave two 
to his second wife as presents. Ley also had a railway carriage refitted for his 
personal use. He collected paintings and furniture for his houses. In 1935 he 
bought a landed estate near Cologne and promptly began to turn it into a Nazi 
utopia, demolishing the old buildings and hiring the architect Clemens Klotz, 
designer of the Nazi Order Castles, to construct a new house in a grandiose 
style, confiscated land to increase the acreage of his own, drained marshes, 
introduced new machinery and set up a training scheme for apprentice 
farmhands. Here Ley played the neo-feudal landlord, with the staff lined up, 
standing to attention, to greet him when he flew in from Berlin, and secured 
the farm’s official designation as a hereditary entailed estate. 

Ensconced within such pretentious residences, surrounded by expensive 
paintings and furniture, Ley spent his leisure hours in womanizing and 
increasingly heavy drinking, both of which often led to embarrassing scenes 
in public. The drinking bouts he indulged in with his entourage often ended in 
violence. One such occasion in Heidelberg ended with the Minister-President 
of Baden being beaten up. In 1937 Ley was visibly drunk while hosting a visit 
by the Duke and Duchess of Windsor, and after driving them in his Mercedes 
straight through a set of locked factory gates, was hurriedly replaced on 
Hitler’s orders by Herman Goring for the rest of the visit. Two years earlier, 
after a string of affairs, Ley had begun a liaison with the young soprano Inge 
Spilker, whom he married in 1938 immediately after divorcing his first wife. 
His infatuation with her physical charms led to him commissioning a painting 
of her, naked from the waist up, which he proudly showed to visiting 
dignitaries, while on one occasion he was even said to have torn her clothes 


off in the presence of guests in order to show them how beautiful her body 
was. Subjected to such pressure, and unable to cope with Ley’s growing 
alcoholism, Inge herself took to the bottle, became a drug addict, and shot 
herself dead on 29 December 1942 after the last of many violent rows with 
her husband. Hitler warned the Labour Front leader about his behaviour on 
more than one occasion, but he carried on regardless. As so often, the Nazi 
Leader was prepared to forgive almost anything of a subordinate so long as he 


remained loyal 102 

Corruption within the Labour Front by no means ended with Ley himself; 
indeed he could be said to have set an example to his subordinates in how to 
milk the organization for personal gain. A huge variety of business enterprises 
of one kind and another operated by the Labour Front offered multifarious 
opportunities for making money on the side. The Labour Front’s construction 
companies, led by a senior official, Anton Karl, a man with previous 
convictions for theft and embezzlement himself, paid out more than 580,000 
Reichsmarks in bribes in 1936-7 alone in order to secure contracts. Sepp 
Dietrich, the leader of Hitler’s SS bodyguard, took due note of the gifts 
showered over him by Karl, including a gold cigarette-case, hunting- 
weaponry, silk shirts and a holiday in Italy for his wife, and issued Karl’s 
Labour Front construction firm with a contract to rebuild his unit’s barracks in 
Berlin. In return for favour and influence, Karl used the Labour Front’s bank 
to grant leading Nazis cheap credit or even to buy houses for them at well 
below their market price. Hitler’s adjutants, Julius Schaub and Wilhelm 
Briickner, his photographer Heinrich Hoffmann and anyone else thought to 
possess the Leader’s ear were the frequent recipients of bribes from the 
Labour Front; Ley gave them 20,000 Reichsmarks each as a ‘Christmas 


present’ in 1935 alone.428 Social Democratic observers gleefully chronicled a 


whole mass of corruption and embezzlement cases involving officials of the 
Labour Front every year. In 1935, for example, they noted that Alois Wenger, 
a Labour Front official in Konstanz, had been condemned for pocketing funds 
intended for workers’ leisure activities and forging receipts to try and deceive 
the auditors. Another official, an ‘old fighter’ of the Nazi Party, embezzled his 
colleagues’ Labour Front contributions and obtained 2,000 Reichsmarks - 
probably with menaces - from his employer to cover the missing money. He 
spent it all on drink. What was done with Labour Front contributions, 
reported another Social Democratic agent, could be seen in front of the 
organization’s headquarters in Berlin: 


2 to 3 private cars used to be parked in front of the old Trade Union 
House up to 1932. They belonged to the Workers’ Bank or the Trade 


Unions. Nowadays you ought just to see them waiting there in a rank, 
it’s 50 or 60 cars a day, and sometimes even more. The Labour Front 
chauffeurs have got blank cheques for petrol, they can fill their tanks as 
much as they like, and they do it often because they don’t have to 
account for it. The corruption in the Labour Front is vast, and the 


general standard of morals correspondingly low102 


Ley was far from the only beneficiary of the Labour Front’s funds; his open 
and obvious corruption was only the tip of an enormous iceberg of peculation. 
Such goings-on did not endear the Labour Front to the millions of workers 
who were forced to sustain it with compulsory contributions from their 
wages. 


Ill 


The Nazi regime was all too aware that the closure of the trade unions and the 
regimentation and subordination of workers in the corrupt and authoritarian 
Labour Front might cause discontent in the ranks of Germany’s largest social 
class, a class which until 1933 had given powerful support to Nazism’s 
bitterest enemies, the Communists and the Social Democrats. Along with its 
constant propaganda trumpeting of victories in the ‘struggle for work’, 
therefore, it also sought to provide alternative means of reconciling the 
working class with the Third Reich. Chief among these was the extraordinary 
organization known as the ‘National Socialist Community Strength Through 
Joy’, founded as a subsidiary of the German Labour Front on 27 November 
1933. Strength Through Joy aimed to organize workers’ leisure time rather 
than allow them to organize it for themselves, and thus to make leisure serve 
the interests of the racial community and reconcile the divergent worlds of 
work and free time, factory and home, production line and recreation ground. 
Workers were to gain strength for their work by experiencing joy in their 
leisure. Above all, Strength Through Joy would bridge the class divide by 
making middle-class leisure activities available to the masses. Material 
prosperity, declared Robert Ley in his inaugural address on 27 November, 
would not make the German nation happy; that was the vulgar error of the 
‘Marxists’ of the Weimar years. The National Socialist regime would use 
spiritual and cultural means to achieve the integration of the workers into the 
national community. Borrowing from the Italian Fascist organization ‘After 
Work’ (Dopolavoro), but extending its tentacles into the workplace as well, 
Strength Through Joy rapidly developed a wide range of activities, and 
quickly mushroomed into one of the Third Reich’s largest organizations. By 


1939 it had over 7,000 paid employees and 135,000 voluntary workers, 
organized into divisions covering such areas as sport, education and tourism, 
with wardens in every factory and workshop employing more than twenty 


people.108 ‘Strength Through Joy’, proclaimed Robert Ley in June 1938, ‘is 


the shortest formula to which National Socialism for the broad masses can be 


reduced,’222 jt would insert an ideological content into every kind of leisure. 
In attempting to fulfil this task, it commanded very considerable resources. 
By 1937 Strength Through Joy was being subsidized by the Labour Front to 
the tune of 29 million Reichsmarks a year, while its incorporation of the huge 
leisure and cultural apparatus of the Social Democratic labour movement 
brought in further assets, including premises such as hiking hostels and sports 
grounds. With such resources, Strength Through Joy was able to offer heavily 
discounted leisure activities that were within the financial reach of many 
workers and their families. By 1934-5, over three million people were taking 
part in its physical education and gymnastics evenings, while many others 
took advantage of the cheap coaching it offered in tennis, sailing and other 
hitherto quintessentially upper-middle-class sports. In the cultural field, the 
organization purchased blocks of theatre tickets to make available cheaply to 
its members, accounting for over half of all theatre bookings in Berlin by 
1938. It laid on classical music concerts in factories, creating several touring 
orchestras to play at them; it built theatres, formed travelling troupes of 
actors, and arranged art exhibitions. In 1938, over two and a half million 
people attended its concerts and over thirteen and a half million its ‘folk 
performances’; more than six and a half million went to opera and operetta 
evenings under its auspices, and nearly seven and a half million to plays. One 
and a half million visited its exhibitions, and over two and a half million 
participated in ‘entertainments’ mounted on the Reich motorways. 
Membership came automatically with membership of the Labour Front, so 
that 35 million people belonged to it by 1936. It advertised intensively both at 
home and abroad, winning many enthusiastic supporters amongst those in 
Britain, the USA and elsewhere who admired its energy in civilizing the 


masses, 110 


Strength Through Joy’s most striking activity was undoubtedly the 
organization of mass tourism for the workers. ‘For many’, it was reported in 
February 1938, ‘ “Strength Through Joy” is nothing more than a kind of 


travel organization.’LL! Already in 1934, some 400,000 people participated in 
package tours provided by Strength Through Joy within Germany itself; by 
1937 the number had grown to 1.7 million, while nearly seven million took 
part in shorter weekend excursions and 1.6 million in organized hikes. 


Although these numbers fell slightly in 1938- 9, there could be no doubt 
about the success of these operations. Bulk ordering made it possible to put 
on package tours at a heavy discount - 75 per cent in the case of rail fares, for 
example, and 50 per cent in the case of hotel and bed-and-breakfast rooms. 
This could have a major effect on the economies of tourist regions; already in 
1934, for example, Strength Through Joy tourists brought in 175,000 people 
to southern Bavaria, spending a total of five and a half million Reichsmarks 
on their vacations. Most striking of all were the foreign trips that the 
organization mounted, whether rail journeys to destinations in friendly Fascist 
Italy or cruises to Madeira, which was governed by the favourably disposed 
Portuguese dictatorship of Dr Salazar. In 1939 alone, 175,000 people went to 
Italy on such organized trips, a good number of them travelling on cruises. By 
1939 the organization owned eight cruise ships (two of which it had had 
specially constructed) and rented four more on a more or less permanent 
basis, to carry its members to such exotic places as Libya (an Italian colony), 
Finland, Bulgaria and Istanbul, celebrating Germany’s solidarity with real or 
potential allies and advertising the contours of a future German-dominated 
European empire. That year 140,000 passengers travelled on these cruises. 
Wherever they called, delegations from the local German consulates were 
ready to greet them and arrange onshore visits and tours, while friendly 


governments frequently arranged lavish receptions for the tourists 112 


Strength Through Joy cruises were carefully arranged so as to combine 
pleasure with indoctrination. They were intended to represent the new 
Germany to the rest of the world, or at least the friendlier parts of it. 
Traditional passenger liners were divided into different classes of cabin and 
other facilities, according to the ability to pay, but Strength Through Joy 
disdained such relics of the past, and celebrated the unity of the German racial 
community by building its new ships on a one-class basis and converting 
others to the same model. Once on board, passengers were reminded that they 
were not there to have fun, or to show off, like traditional bourgeois cruise 
passengers, but to participate in a serious cultural enterprise. They were 
exhorted to dress modestly, to avoid excessive drinking, to eschew shipboard 
affairs and to obey unconditionally the orders of the tour leaders. A new liner 
such as the Robert Ley included a gymnasium, a theatre and a swimming pool 
to ensure that participants engaged in regular healthy exercise and partook of 
serious cultural offerings. Tour brochures advertised the achievement of the 
cruises and land-based tours in bringing Germans of different classes and 
regional backgrounds together in a common enterprise to help build the 
organic racial community of the Third Reich. Participants had to travel to 
foreign parts above all to educate themselves about the world, and in so doing 


to remind themselves of the superiority of Germans over other races. Within 
Germany, a prime purpose of the tours was to help bind the nation together by 
familiarizing people with regions of their native land which they had never 
previously visited, especially if, as in some of the more remote rural areas, 


they could be presented as centres of ancient German folk traditions +13 


Yet, as so often in Nazi Germany, the reality did not really match up to the 
propaganda claims. Often the facilities provided for Strength Through Joy 
tourists were poor, involving mass dormitories with little or no privacy, or 
accommodation without proper sanitation. Classical music concerts were not 
always to the workers’ taste, especially when they had to pay for them. One 
concert laid on for the organization in Leipzig had to be cancelled when only 


130 out of the 1,000 tickets were sold.414 some theatres, like the ‘Theatre of 
the West’ in Berlin, put on cheaply staged operettas exclusively for Strength 
Through Joy, while the mainstream theatres continued to be patronized 
largely by the middle classes; even when Strength Through Joy bought up 
blocks of seats for particular performances and made them available to 
members at a discount, these were generally snapped up by middle-class 


theatre-goers. 115 The vision of a classless society rapidly receded when 
Strength Through Joy parties descended noisily upon quiet rural resorts. Far 
from increasing feelings of national solidarity, package tours in Germany 
itself led to serious objections from local tourist industries, inns and spas who 
saw their prices being heavily undercut by the discounted block bookings of 
the new organization. Well-heeled tourists of the traditional sort, appalled at 
having their favourite holiday spots invaded by hordes of the socially inferior, 
whose often rowdy behaviour aroused frequent complaints from innkeepers 
and hoteliers as well as private holidaymakers, rapidly took their custom 


elsewhere,116 


Undeterred, the organization set about building its own model resort on the 
Baltic island of Riigen, at Prora. Construction began under the supervision of 
Albert Speer on 3 May 1936 and was scheduled for completion in 1940. The 
resort spanned eight kilometres of the Baltic shore, with six-storey residence 
blocks interspersed with refectories and centred on a huge communal hall 
designed to accommodate all 20,000 of the resort’s holidaymakers as they 
engaged in collective demonstrations of enthusiasm for the regime and its 
policies. It was consciously designed for families, to make good the lack of 
tour facilities for them in other Strength Through Joy enterprises, and it was 
intended to be cheap enough for the ordinary worker to afford, at a price of no 
more than 20 Reichsmarks for a week’s stay. The resort was provided with the 
most up-to-date facilities available, including centrally heated rooms with hot 


and cold running water, a heated swimming pool, a cinema, bowling alleys, a 
pier for cruise liners to moor alongside, a large railway station and much more 
besides. Designed by Clemens Klotz, the architect of the Order Castle at 
Vogelsang, it represented pseudo-Classical Nazi modernism at its most 
monumental. Like everything else in the Strength Through Joy organization, 
it emphasized gigantism, collectivism, the sinking of the individual in the 
mass. Unlike the contemporary British holiday camps set up by the 
entrepreneur Billy Butlin, which provided vacationers with individual holiday 
chalets and thus freed them from the intrusive supervision of widely feared 
figures such as the Blackpool landlady, Prora’s massive six-storey 
accommodation blocks lined up its small guestrooms along endless, 
anonymous corridors and regimented the visitors whenever they ventured 
outside, even regulating the amount of space each family was allowed to 
occupy on the beach. At its height employing almost as many construction 
workers as the motorways, the resort never opened for business: the outbreak 
of war led to an immediate suspension of work, though some buildings were 
later quickly finished to house evacuees from the bombed-out cities. Looted 
extensively by local people and by the occupying Russians after the war, it 
was subsequently used as a barracks and training centre by Communist East 


Germany and today lies in ruins, 212 


IV 


Strength Through Joy thus never got round the difficulties that the Prora 
resort was intended to solve. But there were worse failures than this. For the 
people who travelled with Strength Through Joy obstinately refused to do so 
in the spirit in which the regime intended. Concerned at the possible influence 
of ex-Social Democrats who participated in the tours, and worried about illicit 
contacts between arms workers and foreign agents, the organization arranged 
for the Gestapo and the SS Security Service to send along undercover agents 
disguised as tourists to spy on the participants. The picture their reports 
revealed almost as soon as they started work, in March 1936, was a disturbing 
one. Far from overcoming the social divide in the interests of the racial 
community, Strength Through Joy tours often brought to light social 
differences that might otherwise have remained merely latent. Because the 
income they gained from the tours was so low, hoteliers and restaurateurs 
frequently served inferior food and drink to the package trippers, who took it 
ill that the private tourists at the next table were getting something better. 
Theatre tickets sold to the organization were often for the worst seats in the 


house, adding to class resentments as those who were allotted them were 
forced to look down from the gods at the fur-clad bourgeois in the stalls. On 
cruises, where no amount of internal restructuring of the ships could entirely 
abolish the differences in quality between cabins on the upper decks and those 
on or below the water-line, Party officials, civil servants and others took the 
best berths. Such people indeed took the lion’s share of the best cruises 
anyway, so much so that the Madeira cruise was popularly known as the 
‘bigwigs’ trip’ (Bonzenfahrt). Surveys of passenger lists of Strength Through 
Joy’s cruise liners revealed that salaried employees were the largest single 
group, just as they were in ordinary tourism. Only 10 per cent of the thousand 
passengers on a Strength Through Joy cruise to Norway in 1935 were said to 
be from the working class; the rest were Party officials, who drank the ship 
dry long before it reached its home port again. ‘These chaps are stuffing 
themselves with food and slurping up the drinks like pigs,’ complained a crew 
member. Single women and young, unmarried men predominated amongst the 
workers, or in other words, wage-eamers with disposable incomes rather than 
family men or mothers. Most of the workers on the trip were skilled and 
relatively well paid. The less well-off were usually heavily subsidized by their 
employers. The cost of the trips was still beyond the pockets of most wage- 
earners, who could only increase their income by working longer hours, thus 
reducing the opportunity to go on vacation. In many cases they could not 
afford the extra expenses that travel inevitably involved, such as holiday 


clothing.118 


On cruises and other trips, while Party officials and middle-class passengers 
spent lavishly on presents, souvenirs and expensive meals and entertainments 
onshore, the workers were unable to afford even the simplest additions to the 
basics provided by the tour itself. There were many complaints from working- 
class participants about the ostentatious behaviour of their bourgeois fellow 
tourists, and little real social mixing on most of the trips. Class antagonism 
was paralleled by regional rivalries; on one cruise to Italy, discord between 
the Rhinelanders and Silesians on board reached such a pitch that the two 
groups refused to stay in the same room with each other. On a later Italian trip 
on the same ship, a group of Westphalians insulted their Silesian fellow 
passengers, calling them ‘Polacks’, and only the intervention of the crew 


stopped the quarrel from degenerating into a brawl.212 Moreover, the 
behaviour of many participants on the tours often signally failed to match up 
to the standards set by the organizers. Like tourists everywhere, what most of 
them really wanted was to let their hair down. Instead of being restrained and 
committed to the racial community, they turned out to be pleasure-seeking 


and individualistic. Gestapo agents reported frequent mass drunkenness and 
riotous behaviour. On some ships, the lifeboats were said to be filled with 
writhing couples every night. Especially shameless, the Gestapo complained, 
were the young, single women who travelled on the cruise ships in 
considerable numbers. One agent thought they had only come along for 
‘erotic purposes’. Flirtations, dalliances and affairs with men on board or, 
worse, with dark-skinned young Italian, Greek or Arab men on shore, aroused 
frequent critical comment from the Gestapo spies. The passengers in general 
showed a distressing lack of interest in political lectures and meetings. Worst 
of all were the Party functionaries, whose drunkenness and riotous behaviour 
became notorious. On one cruise organized for Party Regional Leaders, for 
example, the Gestapo discovered two known prostitutes on the passenger list. 
Predictably enough, the very worst was Robert Ley himself, who frequently 
went on Strength Through Joy cruises, where he spent much of the time so 
drunk that the captain had to have him flanked by two sailors when he went 
on deck to ensure that he did not fall overboard. Strength Through Joy 
wardens arranged for him also to be accompanied by a group of blonde, blue- 


eyed young women to provide him with ‘companionship’ on the voyage 120 
No wonder a popular nickname for Strength Through Joy was the ‘bigwigs’ 


knocking-shop’ (Bonzenbordell) +21 

Yet while it largely failed to achieve its ideological aims, Strength Through 
Joy was still one of the most popular of the regime’s cultural innovations. By 
providing holidays and other activities that otherwise would have been 
beyond the means of many of the participants, the organization became 


widely appreciated amongst workers.422 Much of what Strength Through Joy 
offered was new to those whom it targeted. Early in 1934, for instance, a poll 
of 42,000 workers at the Siemens factory in Berlin revealed that 28,500 of 
them had never taken a holiday outside Berlin and its surrounding 
countryside; they grasped the opportunity provided by Strength Through Joy. 
‘If you get it so cheaply then it’s worth raising your arm now and then!’ said 


one of them to a Social Democratic agent in 1934.23 ‘The Nazis really have 
created something good,’ was often the reaction, noted another such 


report 124 Another agent reported from Berlin in February 1938: 


‘Strength Through Joy’ is very popular. Its programmes meet the 
humble man’s longing to get out for once and participate in the 
pleasures of the ‘great’. It’s a clever speculation built on the petty- 
bourgeois inclinations of the unpolitical worker. For such a man it’s 
really something if he goes on a Scandinavian cruise or even just travels 


to the Black Forest or the Harz. He imagines that this has moved him up 


a rung on the social ladder.222 


So widespread was the use of Strength Through Joy’s offerings that a popular 
joke maintained that the people were losing their strength through too much 


joy 126 Some despairing Social Democratic commentators concluded, 


therefore, that the programme did in the end have an important function in 
reconciling people, especially formerly oppositional elements, to the regime. 
‘The workers’, as one commented in 1939, ‘have a strong feeling that sand is 
being thrown in their eyes with Strength Through Joy, but they take part in it 
all the same, and in this way its propagandistic aim is still achieved in the 
end,’122 


Strength Through Joy, indeed, had a symbolic effect that went far beyond its 
actual programmes. Its tours and cruises stood out in retrospect amongst the 
experiences of the peacetime years when workers came to reminisce about the 


Third Reich after it was over+28 Even - or, as some former Social Democrats 


sourly asserted, especially - those who had never been on its organized mass 
tours or cruises admired its enterprise and initiative, and its concern to bring 
hitherto unattainable pleasures within the reach of the ordinary man’s 


pocket.£22 A Social Democratic observer summed up its purposes and effects 
as early as December 1935: 


Atomization and the loss of individuality, occupational therapy and 
surveillance for the people. There is to be no room for individual leisure, 
physical exercise and cultural activities, there is to be no space for 
voluntary get-togethers or for any independent initiatives that could 
arise from them. And something is to be ‘offered’ to the masses... At 
the very least, Strength Through Joy distracts people, contributes to the 
befogging of their brains, and has a propagandistic effect on behalf of 


the regime.230 


People who took part in Strength Through Joy activities might have taken 
their ideological content with a pinch of salt, but at the same time these 
activities brought them still further away from the edifying and improving 
traditions of Social Democratic and Communist mass culture. This no doubt 
was one reason why some Social Democratic observers looked down on them 
(‘ “Strength Through Joy” ’, sniffed one in 1935, ‘lacks any cultural 
foundation. Its events remain at the level of village beer festivals in peasant 


inns’).434 At the same time, however, they brought about a further, and in the 
end fatal, undermining of labour movement cultural traditions by the growth 


of commercialized leisure activities. The vast cultural apparatuses of the 
Social Democrats and the Communists, built up since the nineteenth century, 
had been strongly educative, and were linked to a variety of core values of the 
labour movement. The Nazis not only took all this over, but also reoriented it 
in a more populist direction, dovetailing with the emergence of popular, 
unpolitical culture under the Weimar Republic. Partly as a consequence, when 
working-class culture re-emerged after 1945, it was to be in a far less 


ideological form than before.232 


These effects have to be kept in proportion, however. Most of the people 
who went to plays and concerts continued to do so as private citizens. 
Strength Through Joy attracted a good deal of attention, but it never 
accounted for more than 11 per cent of annual overnight stays in German 


hotels.423 The annual turnover of the largest commercial tourist agency, the 
Central European Travel Office, was 250 million Reichsmarks in 1938 
compared to 90 million for the tourism department of Strength Through 


Joy134 Moreover, while Strength Through Joy was drastically scaled down 
on the outbreak of war, its cruise ships converted into troop transports, its 
hostels into hospitals and its resorts into convalescent homes, commercial 
tourism, despite a few disapproving noises from the authorities, continued to 
flourish. From the beginning, however, the regime had sought to mould it to 
its Own purposes, encouraging people to travel within Germany rather than 
abroad (for both patriotic and economic reasons), and attempting to direct 
tourists to countries abroad where their presence as ambassadors for the new 
Germany would be most useful. New tourist sites emerged, from grandiose 
structures such as the Reich Chancellery to sites of mourning and memory for 
the Nazi dead; guidebooks were rewritten to conform to the ideological 
dictates of the regime, giving greater emphasis to continuities with the remote 
Germanic past at one end, and mentioning wherever possible the association 
of Hitler and other Nazi leaders with tourist spots at the other. The leadership 
of the Third Reich was aware of the tensions that arose between the growing 
commercial tourist industry and the organized tourism of Strength Through 
Joy, but far from clamping down on the former in the interests of the latter, 
Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels and the boss of the tourist industry, 
Gottfried Feder, realized that people needed to get away from the stresses and 
strains of everyday work even if they did so in an unpolitical environment. A 
consumer society was emerging in Nazi Germany, and for all its prioritization 
of rearmament in its economic policy, the regime was not only unable, but 


also unwilling, to stop it, 435 
Consumer assertion was perhaps one reason for the failure of the 


department of Strength Through Joy that went under the name of ‘Beauty of 
Labour’. The basic intention was still to compensate for low wages and long 
hours, but here it was to be implemented not through the provision of leisure 
facilities, but through improvements in the workplace. Beauty of Labour 
campaigned energetically for the provision of washing facilities and toilets, 
changing rooms and lockers, showers, and generally improved hygiene and 
cleanliness in factories, for more air, less noise, proper work clothing, tidiness 
and order. Healthy workers in a clean workplace would work better and be 
happier in their jobs, and to reinforce all this, Beauty of Labour arranged 
concerts and similar events on the shopfloor, encouraged the building of 
onsite sports and recreation facilities and pressured employers to provide 
decent canteens for their workers and clean up debris and waste lying about 
on the shop floor. By 1938 it claimed that nearly 34,000 companies had 
improved their performance in many of these respects, repainting and 
decorating their shops, building recreation areas and improving sanitation. 
Tax incentives helped encourage employers to do this, and Beauty of Labour 
also staged competitions and awarded prizes for the most improved firm, 
issuing the winners with certificates signed by Hitler declaring them to be 
‘model firms’. The benefits both to employers and the regime in terms of the 
increased productivity that could be expected were obvious. But all these 
improvements were bought at the workers’ own expense, since many firms 
expected their employees to do the painting, cleaning and building themselves 
after hours for no extra pay, docked their wages to cover the costs, and 
threatened those who did not ‘volunteer’ with dismissal or even the 


concentration camp.136 


Workers were not fooled by the inflated rhetoric of the scheme, least of all if 
they had been influenced by Communist or Social Democratic ideas before 
1933, as millions of them had. If, despite all this, Strength Through Joy as a 
whole was popular, it was not because of its ostensible aim of motivating 
people to work harder, but because it allowed them a means of escape from 
the tedium and repression of everyday life on the shop-floor. People took its 
offerings of amusement and diversion because for the great mass of them 
there was nothing else on offer. Many calculated that they were paying for the 
organization anyway through their compulsory contributions to the Labour 
Front, so they might as well get their money’s worth. In time, it even 
overcame the reluctance of former Social Democrats who did not want to be 


seen taking anything on offer from the hated Labour Front.32 Strength 
Through Joy events, a Social Democratic report noted in 1935, ‘offer, to be 
sure, cheap opportunities to find simple relaxation. Old friends can meet each 


other there in a very casual environment and over a glass of beer they can 


discuss the very opposite of what the organizers want them to.’438 Tt was not 
only old Social Democrats who recognized the compensatory function of such 
events. A memorandum circulating in the Reich Labour Ministry in 1936 
noted soberly: “Tourist trips, plays and concerts are not going to clear away 
any poverty-ridden slums or fill hungry mouths.’ ‘A relaxing cruise on a 
luxury steamer’, concluded an official of the Labour Front in 1940, ‘does not 
really bring relaxation, if the tourist has to go back at the end to the material 


oppressiveness of his everyday existence,’139 


SOCIAL PROMISE AND SOCIAL REALITY 


I 


That Strength Through Joy and associated programmes were a substitute for 
real economic improvements was a view that was widely shared, and had a 
good deal of basis in fact. Most statistical investigations are agreed that the 
economic situation of the mass of working-class wage-earners did not 
markedly improve between 1933 and 1939. Nominal hourly wages in 1933 
were 97 per cent of what they had been in 1932, and they had still not 
recovered in 1939, by which time they had risen only by one percentage 


point, to 98.140 The German Institute for Business Research conceded on 24 
February 1937 that rearmament had entailed ‘a large economic sacrifice for 
the German people’ even as it attempted to refute the claim that living 


standards had actually declined. 141 Calculating real wages has always been a 
tricky business, more so in the Third Reich than in most economies. Price 
Commissioner Goerdeler took the business of keeping consumer prices low 
very seriously; but even the Reich Economics Ministry admitted in 1935 that 
official statistics underestimated price rises, not to mention rents and other 
factors. Recent estimates have put average industrial real wages below their 
levels for 1928 (admittedly a particularly good year) until 1937, rising to 108 
per cent in 1939; in practice, however, this meant that many workers in the 
consumer goods industries continued to earn less than they had done before 
the Depression; only those in arms and arms-related industries earned 


substantially more.142 Moreover, shortages of many kinds also entered the 


equation, along with the declining quality of many goods in consequence of 
the growing use of substitutes for basic raw materials like leather, rubber and 
cotton. Per capita consumption of many basic foodstuffs actually declined in 
the mid-1930s. In addition, wage increases were achieved above all by longer 
hours. In July 1934, Trustees of Labour were given the right to increase 
working time to more than the legal norm of eight hours a day and, 
particularly in arms-related industries, they used it. In machine engineering, 
for example, average weekly hours, after falling during the Depression from 


49 in 1929 to 43 in 1933, rose to over 50 in the first half of 1939.443 Despite 
this, however, wages as a percentage of national income fell by 11 per cent 
between 1932 and 1938. Inequality actually increased between 1928, when 
the top 10 per cent of earners took 37 per cent of total national income, and 


1936, when they took 39 per cent.t44 The numerous deductions made from 
pay packets, for Strength Through Joy, Labour Front membership and the 
like, not to mention the endless collections held on the streets, in effect 
reduced income still further, in some cases by as much as 30 per cent. Under 
such circumstances, it was not surprising that by 1937-8 workers were having 
to put in longer hours just to maintain their existing, very modest standard of 


livin g 145 


Overtime, generally paid at time and a quarter, was the only realistic way of 
increasing wages for most workers, since the closure of the trade unions had 
taken away their role in formal wage bargaining processes. Whether or not to 
work overtime was a matter for the individual employee. The result was a 
rapid atomization of the workforce, as each worker was pitted against his 
fellow workers in the struggle to increase wages and improve performance. It 
was not rationalization, but simple extra work, that led to increased 
production: the great period of rationalization and mechanization had been the 
mid-1920s; these trends did continue in many industries under the Third 


Reich, but at a much slower pace, 146 And of course overtime, frowned on by 
the regime and its agencies in consumer goods industries, was strongly 
encouraged in war-relevant production. This was not least because the frantic 
pace of rearmament led not only to serious bottlenecks in the supply of raw 
materials but also to an increasingly serious shortage of suitably skilled and 
qualified workers. In the early days of the Third Reich, the government had 
concentrated on trying to direct labour into agriculture, where the shortage 
was obvious, particularly through labour service and labour camps of one 
kind and another. Laws passed on 15 May 1934 and 26 February 1935 
required all workers to carry work-books, containing details of their training 
and qualifications and employment; these were kept on file at labour 
exchanges, where they could be consulted when the government was looking 
for workers to draft into new jobs. If a worker wanted to go abroad on 
holiday, he had to get permission from the labour exchange to do so. 
Employers could put critical remarks in the book, making things difficult for 
the employee in future posts. And as rearmament gathered pace, the 
government began to use the work-books to direct labour towards arms- 
related industries. On 22 June 1938 Goring issued a Decree on the Duty of 
Service, permitting the President of the Reich Institute for Labour Exchange 
and Unemployment Insurance to draft workers temporarily into particular 
projects where labour was in short supply. In February 1939 these powers 
were extended to make labour conscription indefinite in duration. Before 
long, over a million workers had been drafted in to munitions factories, 


defensive works like the so-called West Wall, better known as the Siegfried 
Line, a vast system of fortifications guarding Germany’s western borders, and 
other schemes judged vital for the coming war. Only 300,000 of these were 
conscripted on a long-term basis, but a million was still a sizeable chunk of a 


workforce that totalled 23 million by this time 142 


These measures did not just deprive workers of the power of changing jobs, 
transferring to a better-paid position or moving to a different area. They also 
in many cases put them into situations where they found it difficult to cope. In 
February 1939, for example, Social Democratic observers reported that the 
workers forcibly removed from their jobs in Saxony to work on fortifications 
near Trier, on the other side of Germany, included a 59-year-old accounts 
clerk who had never wielded a pick and shovel before, and similarly 
unsuitable characters. Forced labour was being used as a punishment: 
‘Anyone who in any way lets slip an incautious word is sent there, when the 
labour shortage means that he is not arrested.’ Textile workers were made to 
undergo compulsory medical examinations to see whether they were fitted for 
manual labour on the fortifications. There were reports that people who 
refused to go were arrested and transported by the prison authorities to their 
new place of work, where they were given the most exhausting jobs to do. 
Travelling by train to Berlin, one observer was surprised when: 


In Duisburg a group of about 80 people stormed onto the train, shouting 
loudly, poorly dressed, in some cases in their work-clothes, their 
luggage mostly the poor man’s suitcase in the Third Reich, the Persil 
carton. In my compartment the travel guide sits down with a few women 
and girls. It soon becomes clear that they are unemployed textile 
workers from the area around Krefeld and Rheydt, who are to be 
resettled in Brandenburg, the men to work on motorway construction, 
the women in a new factory in Brandenburg. The people turn up in our 
compartment one after another, to get their 2 Reichsmarks money for 
the journey from the travel guide. A short while later some of them are 


drunk; they have spent their money in the restaurant car, on beer. 148 


Such groups, the reporter was told, were taken by train to new places of work 
week after week. The married men had the right to visit their families four 
times a year. 

Even this did not solve the problem, which was made still worse by the 
insatiable appetite of the armed forces for new recruits. In April 1939 the 
Hanover labour exchange district reported a shortage of 100,000 workers for 
a variety of jobs, about half of them in construction; the building of the West 
Wall had drained the industry of large numbers of employees. In August 1939 


there were said to be 25,000 vacancies in the metalworking industry in Berlin. 
Shortly afterwards the air force administration complained that there was a 
shortage of 2,600 engineers in the aircraft construction industry. So desperate 
were the labour administrators in the government that they even suggested 
releasing 8,000 state prisoners who happened to be qualified metalworkers; 
since a good number of these were probably in prison for political offences, 
the suggestion was never actually taken up. All this put a new bargaining 
power in the hands of workers in the key industries. On 6 October 1936 the 
Ministries of Economics and Labour pointed out in a letter sent directly to 
Hitler that labour shortages were leading to late fulfilment of contracts and 
delaying the whole rearmament programme. Employers were taking matters 
into their own hands and enticing workers away from rivals with higher wage 
offers, thus increasing the price of the goods they produced. In some factories 
employees were working as much as fourteen hours a day, or up to sixty hours 


a week.49 Workers at Daimler-Benz averaged fifty-four hours a week by the 


late 1930s, as against forty-eight in the last pre-Depression years, 120 In a 
number of cases the Labour Front, concerned about the goodwill of the 
workforce, took a more flexible line towards wage increases than the 
government wished, bringing down a fiercely worded directive from Rudolf 
Hess, in the name of the Leader, on 1 October 1937, urging all Party 
institutions not to curry popularity by giving in to wage demands. Things 
would get better eventually, he promised; but for the moment, it was still 


necessary to make sacrifices 121 


On 25 June 1938 Goring allowed Trustees of Labour to fix maximum wages 
in an effort to keep costs under control. The economic logic of rearmament’s 
effects on the labour market was against him. By this time even work 
stoppages - in effect, informal strikes - were being used by factory employees 
to try and improve their wages; the pressure to work longer hours was leading 
workers to go slow or call off sick to a degree that some officials even began 
to speak of ‘passive resistance’ on the shop-floor. Labourers drafted into 
projects such as the West Wall faced arrest and imprisonment if they left 
without permission; early in 1939, for example, it was reported that one such 
worker, Heinrich Bonsack, had been sentenced to three months in prison for 
leaving the West Wall without permission twice to visit his family in Wanne- 
Eickel. That workers ran away from the West Wall was not surprising: 
construction was carried out round the clock in twelve-hour shifts, living 
conditions were primitive, the pay was poor, safety measures non-existent, 
accidents frequent, and if work got behind schedule, labourers were forced to 
work for double or even treble shifts to catch up, with a break only once every 


twelve hours. Another worker, a turner, was refused permission by his 
employer in Cologne to leave his job for a better-paid one elsewhere, and 
when he signed off sick, the company doctor forced him back to his 
workplace. When his workbench was found shortly afterwards to be 
damaged, he was arrested and sentenced to six months’ imprisonment for 
sabotage, an offence that was being used by the authorities increasingly at this 
time. Conscription to jobs away from home led to so many incidents that in 
November 1939 Hitler ordered that workers where possible be conscripted 
into schemes or factories in the district where they lived, a measure that 


seems to have had little effect in practice, 192 


In characteristic fashion, the regime increasingly sought to enforce its 
measures by terror. A favourite measure on the part of employers was to 
threaten alleged troublemakers with sacking and immediate transfer to work 
on the West Wall. This had little impact. At their wits’ end, some employers 
began to call in the Gestapo to place agents on the shop-floor to spy out cases 
of loafing and slacking. From the second half of 1938, labour regulations had 
included increasingly severe penalties for contraventions such as refusing to 
work as ordered, or even smoking and drinking on the job, but these were 
relatively ineffective, and the courts were getting clogged with cases that were 
taking far too long to resolve. In August 1939 the Labour Front administration 
in the I.G. Farben factory at Wolfen wrote to all workers warning them that 
slackers would be handed over to the Gestapo without trial in future. Already 
in April, four companies in Nuremberg had called in the Gestapo to catch out 
under-performing employees. In the railway engineering works at Dresden, 
the Gestapo even carried out twice-weekly searches of the workforce without 
giving any reason. Munitions and war production factories were frequently 
convulsed by management fears of espionage or sabotage. Former 
Communists and Social Democrats were particularly vulnerable to arrest, 
even if they had long since ceased to be politically active. In the autumn of 
1938, at the Heinkel aircraft works in Rostock and Warnemiinde, where 
workers were relatively privileged and well paid, the works police were said 
to be arresting employees virtually every day, acting on denunciations from 
the spies they kept in the workforce. In many factories, workers were arrested 
for sabotage when they protested against the lowering of piece-rates or the 
worsening of working conditions. So intrusive did the Gestapo become in 
some factories that even the employers started to object. After the arrest of 
174 employees at a munitions factory in Gleiwitz in 1938, the employers 
obtained their release after twenty-four hours, explaining to the Gestapo that a 
bit of criticism of the regime by the workers had to be tolerated, otherwise 
production would be disrupted, and that was surely not in the national 


interest +23 

The suppression and fragmentation of political and organizational life 
directed people towards private pleasures and purposes: getting a steady job, 
marrying, having children, improving living conditions, going on holiday. It 
was for this reason that Strength Through Joy was so fondly remembered by 
many Germans after the war. Yet when people recalled this period, they found 
it difficult not just to remember public events, but even to recount their 
memories in chronological order. The years from 1933 to 1939 or even 1941 
became a retrospective blur, in which the routines of private life made one 
day difficult to distinguish from the next. Economic achievement became the 
only real meaning in life for many: politics was an irrelevant irritation, a life 
in which it was impossible to participate with any kind of autonomy or 
independence and so not worth participating in at all, except insofar as one 
was obliged to. From this point of view, 1939 attracted a kind of nostalgic 
glow, the last year of relative peace and prosperity before plunging into a 
maelstrom of war and destruction, destitution and ruin that lasted until 1948. 
It was in the mid-to-late 1930s, indeed, that the foundations were laid for the 
hard-working, relatively unpolitical German society of the years of the 
‘economic miracle’ in the 1950s. By the end of the 1930s, the great mass of 
German workers had reconciled themselves, often with varying degrees of 
reluctance, to the Third Reich. They might be unpersuaded by its core 
ideological tenets, irritated by its constant appeals for acclamation and 
support and annoyed by its failure to deliver a greater degree of prosperity. 
They might grumble about many aspects of life and privately pour scorn on 
many of its leaders and its institutions. But at least, most people reflected, it 
had given them a steady job and overcome, by whatever means, the economic 
hardships and catastrophes of the Weimar years, and for that alone, the vast 
majority of German workers seem to have thought it was worth tolerating, 
especially since the possibility of organized resistance was so minimal and the 
price of expressing dissent so high. There was widespread informal and 
individual refractoriness in Germany’s factories and workplaces on the eve of 
the Second World War, but it did not really amount to anything that could be 
called opposition, let alone resistance, nor did it create any real sense of crisis 


in the Third Reich’s ruling elite 154 


Il 


How did the Third Reich deal with the unemployed and the destitute who 
suffered in their millions under the Depression and were still suffering when 


they came to power? Nazi ideology did not in principle favour the idea of 
social welfare. In My Struggle, Hitler, writing about the time he had spent 
living amongst the poor and the destitute in Vienna before the First World 
War, had waxed indignant about the way in which social welfare had 
encouraged the preservation of the degenerate and the feeble. From a Social 
Darwinist point of view, charity and philanthropy were evils that had to be 
eliminated if the German race was to be strengthened and its weakest 


elements weeded out in the process of natural selection.22 The Nazi Party 
frequently condemned the elaborate welfare system that had grown up under 
the Weimar Republic as bureaucratic, cumbersome and directed essentially to 
the wrong ends. Instead of giving support to the biologically and racially 
valuable, Weimar’s social state, backed by a host of private charities, was, the 
Nazis alleged, completely indiscriminate in its application, supporting many 
people who were racially inferior and would, they claimed, contribute nothing 
to the regeneration of the German race. This view was in some respects not 
too far from that of the public and private welfare bureaucracy itself, which 
by the early 1930s had become infused with the doctrines of racial hygiene, 
and also advocated the drawing of a sharp distinction between the deserving 
and the degenerate, although putting such a distinction into effect was not 
possible until 1933. At this point, welfare institutions, whose attitudes 
towards the destitute had become increasingly punitive in the course of the 
Depression, moved rapidly to bring criminal sanctions to bear on the ‘work- 
shy’, the down-and-out and the socially deviant. Nazi ideas on welfare were 
thus not wholly alien to the thinking of welfare administrators in the later 


stages of the Weimar Republic.426 


Faced with ten million people in receipt of welfare assistance at the height 
of the Depression, however, it would have been political suicide for the Nazis 
to have written off the mass of the unemployed and destitute as not worth 
helping. However much the employment situation improved, or was made to 
look as if it improved, in the spring, summer and autumn of the Nazis’ first 
year in office, Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels recognized that the 
economic situation would still be serious enough for many people to be living 
below the poverty line in the first full winter of the Third Reich in power. To 
boost the regime’s image and convince people it was doing everything it 
could to foster solidarity between the better-off and the worst-off amongst the 
Germans, he announced on 13 September 1933 that he was setting up a short- 
term relief programme which he called the Winter Aid Programme of the 
German People. This built on, formalized, co-ordinated and carried further a 
number of emergency relief schemes already launched by Regional Party 


Leaders; more importantly, it continued and expanded similar schemes that 
had already been mooted under the Weimar Republic and formally established 


in 1931 under Reich Chancellor Briining 122 Soon, some 1.5 million 


volunteers and 4,000 paid workers were ladling out soup to the poor at 
emergency centres, taking round food parcels to the destitute, collecting and 
distributing clothes to the unemployed and their families, and engaging in a 
wide variety of other centrally directed charitable activities. When Hitler, in a 
widely publicized speech, urged people to contribute, two million 
Reichsmarks were pledged by a variety of institutions, including Nazi Party 
headquarters in Munich, the very next day. Donations received during the 
winter of 1933-4 eventually totalled 358 million Reichsmarks. Goebbels’s 
Propaganda Ministry blared forth its satisfaction at this evidence of a new 
spirit of community solidarity and mutual help amongst the German 


people.128 This was not charity, therefore, or state welfare, even though it 


was in fact run by the state, by the Propaganda Minister and by a specially 
appointed Reich Commissioner for Winter Aid. It was, on the contrary, 
Goebbels declared, a form of racial self-help run by the German people for 


the German people.t29 


Yet again the reality was different from the propaganda. For contributions to 
the Winter Aid were virtually compulsory for everyone from the outset. When 
a burly, brown-uniformed stormtrooper appeared at the door demanding a 
donation, few were brave enough to refuse, and those who did faced the 
prospect of escalating threats and intimidation until they relented and put their 
money in the collection box. In Bavaria it was announced that those who did 
not contribute would be regarded as enemies of the Fatherland; some were 
publicly paraded through the streets with placards round their necks 
advertising their sin of omission; others were even dismissed from their jobs 
as a result. The experience of a Reich Entailed Farmer in Franconia who had 
refused to contribute in 1935 can hardly have been untypical: he was 
informed by Party District Leader Gerstner ‘that you are not worthy to bear 
the honourable title of farmer in National Socialist Germany’ and warned that 
it would be necessary ‘to take measures to prevent public disorder being 
created by your attitude’ - in other words, that he could expect either removal 
to ‘protective custody’ in a concentration camp or face physical violence from 
the local SA. In one cinema in Breslau in December 1935, eight armed SS 
men appeared on the stage at the end of the performance and announced that 
the exits had all been sealed; there were enemies of the state in the 
auditorium, and everyone had to make a donation to the Winter Aid to prove 
that they were not amongst their number. As the brief announcement ended, 


the doors burst open and fifty stormtroopers poured in, armed with collection 
boxes. Across the land, workers came under pressure to allow their 
contributions to be automatically deducted from their wage packets at a rate 
of 20 per cent of the basic income tax (later reduced to 10 per cent). Those 
who earned too little to pay tax still had to contribute 25 pfennigs from each 
pay packet. In one factory in 1938, workers were told that if they did not 
agree to a deduction, the sum they should be paying would be added to the 


sums deducted from the pay packets of their fellow employees 102 


Crucially, regular, automatic contributions entitled the donor to receive a 
plaque which he could nail to the front door of his home, which brownshirts, 
Hitler Youth members and other Party members knocking on doors to collect 
donations were instructed to take as an instruction to move on without 
disturbing him. In some factories, however, workers were asked for additional 
contributions even if they had agreed to have Winter Aid deducted from their 
wage packets. And this still did not protect such donors from the 
importunities of brown-uniformed men standing on the streets with their 
collecting-boxes, or the pressure exerted by shopkeepers and customers to put 
loose change into the Winter Aid receptacles that were placed on the counters 
of most retail outlets. Winter Aid vendors also offered opportunities to collect 
various sets of illustrated cards, including a set of photographs of Hitler. 
Children were sometimes given part of a day off school and provided with 
knick-knacks to sell on the street for the Winter Aid collection. Purchase of a 
Winter Aid badge might help ward off the importunities of street-collectors; 
better still was to buy a Winter Aid nail, evidence that one possessed a Winter 
Aid shield, into which the nails, costing 5 pfennigs each, could be hammered, 
until the entire surface was covered with an estimated 1,500 of them. Wearing 
a Winter Aid badge on the street might have been a form of self-protection, 
but it also had the effect of advertising to others one’s solidarity with the 
regime. Nearly 170 million badges were sold in the winter of 1938-9. It 
became popular to use them as a decoration for Christmas trees in the 


home261 


As with so many other emergency measures in the Third Reich, the Winter 
Aid soon became a permanent feature of the sociopolitical landscape. The 
action was underpinned legislatively on 5 November 1934 by a Collection 
Law which allowed the Interior Minister and the Nazi Party Treasurer to 
suspend any charities or funds that competed with the Winter Aid, thus 
forcing all other philanthropic activities into the summer months and ensuring 
that demands for contributions would be addressed to the German people all 
the year round. On 4 December 1936 this was backed up by a Winter Aid 


Law that formally put the scheme on a permanent basis. The statistics were 
impressive. By the winter of 1938-9, 105 million Reichsmarks were coming 
in from wage deductions, with collections and donations, the largest from 
industry and big business, making up the rest of the total of 554 million. 
Winter Aid donations thus accounted for nearly 3 per cent of the average 
worker’s income at this time. Some changes had taken place since 1933, of 
course: after the winter of 1935-6, Jews were no longer included in the ranks 
of either donors or receivers. And the economic recovery had brought about a 
halving of the number of those in receipt of Winter Aid, from 16 million in 
1933-4 to 8 million in 1938-9. Notable additions to the scheme included a 
‘Day of National Solidarity’ every 1 December, when prominent members of 
the regime appeared in public to solicit donations on the streets, netting 4 
million Reichsmarks in 1935 and no less than 15 million in 1938. By this 
time, too, it had become more or less compulsory for every family, indeed 
every German, to eat a ‘one-pot meal’ or cheap stew, with ingredients costing 
no more than 50 pfennigs in all, on the first Sunday of each month, ‘one-pot 
Sunday’; in the evening, stormtroopers or SS men or a representative of the 
Nazi People’s Welfare would appear at the door to demand the difference 
between 50 pfennigs and the normal cost of a family meal as a contribution. 
The same policy was implemented in restaurants as well. Hitler ostentatiously 
followed suit, passing round the Sunday dinner-table a list for his guests to 
pledge a donation of suitable grandeur. Every such meal, Albert Speer later 
complained, ‘cost me fifty or a hundred marks’. Under such pressure, the 
number of Hitler’s guests on the first Sunday of every month soon shrank to 
two or three, ‘prompting’, Speer reported, ‘some sarcastic remarks from 


Hitler about the spirit of sacrifice among his associates’ 102 


In the meantime, however, the Nazi Party had also been active in reshaping 
the private charity sector. The leading figure here was Erich Hilgenfeldt, a 
Saarlander, born in 1897 and an officer in the First World War. A former Steel 
Helmet activist, Hilgenfeldt had joined the Nazi Party in 1929 and become a 
District Leader in Berlin; he was thus close to Joseph Goebbels, who was his 
immediate Party boss as Berlin’s Regional Leader. Hilgenfeldt had co- 
ordinated and centralized a variety of internal brownshirt and Party welfare 
groups in the capital into the National Socialist People’s Welfare. With Magda 
Goebbels, the Propaganda Minister’s wife, as its patron, and with the backing 
of Hitler himself given on 3 May 1933, Hilgenfeldt extended his grip on Party 
self-help groups across the entire country, against considerable opposition 
from Robert Ley and Baldur von Schirach, who wanted welfare to be run by 
their own respective organizations. Hilgenfeldt successfully argued that 
welfare was not the first priority for either the Labour Front or the Hitler 


Youth, so a separate, comprehensive institution was needed that would put 
welfare at the top of its agenda. In the turbulent months from March to July 
1933, he successfully took over virtually all the private welfare and 
philanthropic organizations in Germany, above all the massive welfare arms 
of the Social Democrats and the Communists. From 25 July 1933 there were 
just four non-state welfare organizations in Germany: the Nazi People’s 
Welfare, the Protestant Inner Mission, the Catholic Caritas Association and 
the German Red Cross. However, only the Nazi organization now received 
state funding; a good number of welfare institutions such as church 
kindergartens were passed over to it by the Inner Mission during the brief 
hegemony of the German Christians over the Protestant Church; and despite 
formal permission to collect contributions during the summer months, the 
other organizations, especially the Caritas, were increasingly disrupted in 
their work by physical attacks from brownshirt gangs, and then from 1936 
onwards they were required to run their street and house-to-house collections 
at the same time as those of the Nazi organization, putting them at a severe 


disadvantage against this powerful competitor,103 


Interior Minister Wilhelm Frick left people in no doubt as to where their 
contributions should go: it was, he declared in October 1934, ‘indefensible to 
allow the population’s charitable impulses and sense of sacrifice to be used 
for purposes whose implementation is not in the interests of the National 
Socialist state and thus not for the common good’. As this suggested, 
Christian charity was now to be displaced by the desire for self-sacrifice that 
Nazi ideology placed so high on its list of supposed attributes of the German 
race. There was another point to this, too: unlike the Winter Aid and other 
organizations like the Red Cross, the Nazi Party restricted its donations from 


the very beginning exclusively to people of ‘Aryan descent’. 164 The National 
Socialist People’s Welfare enshrined in its constitution the statement that its 
aim was to promote ‘the living, healthy forces of the German people’. It 
would only assist those who were racially sound, capable of and willing to 
work, politically reliable, and willing and able to reproduce. Those who were 
‘not in a condition completely to fulfil their communal obligations’ were to be 
excluded. Assistance was not to be extended to alcoholics, tramps, 
homosexuals, prostitutes, the “work-shy’ or the ‘asocial’, habitual criminals, 
the hereditarily ill (a widely defined category) and members of races other 
than the Aryan. People’s Welfare officials were not slow to attack state 
welfare institutions for the indiscriminate way in which they allegedly handed 
out their charity, thus pushing them still further down the racial hygiene road 
they had in fact already begun to tread. The Christian concept of charity was 


if anything even more reprehensible in Nazi eyes, and the pushing aside of 
Caritas and the Inner Mission by the Nazi welfare organization was in part 
designed to limit as far as possible what were seen as the racially undesirable 


effects of Church philanthropy.422 


Despite these limitations, the National Socialist People’s Welfare was, 
alongside Strength Through Joy, probably the most popular Party organization 
in the Third Reich. With 17 million members by 19339, it projected a powerful 
image of caring and support for the weaker members of the German racial 
community, or at least, those who were judged to have got into difficulties 
through no fault of their own. By 1939, for example, it was running 8,000 
day-nurseries, and it was providing holiday homes for mothers, extra food for 
large families and a wide variety of other facilities. Yet it was feared and 
disliked amongst society’s poorest, who resented the intrusiveness of its 
questioning, its moral judgments on their behaviour and its ever-present threat 
to use compulsion and bring in the Gestapo if they did not fulfil the 
designated criteria for support. Many others were dismayed at the way it 
brusquely elbowed aside the Church welfare institutions upon which they had 
traditionally relied in time of need. It was also impossible to ignore the 
widespread irritation, even anger and fear, aroused more widely by the 
ubiquity of street collections which, a Social Democratic agent reported in 
1935, had ‘completely assumed the character of organized highway robbery’. 
‘The importunity is so great’, reported another agent, ‘that nobody can escape 
it.’ ‘Last year one could still speak of it as a nuisance,’ one informant 
complained of the Winter Aid in December 1935, ‘but this winter it has 
become a plague of the first degree.’ There were not only Winter Aid 
collections but also Hitler Youth collections for the building of new youth 
hostels, collections for the support of Germans abroad, collections for air-raid 
shelters, collections for needy ‘old fighters’, a lottery for the benefit of job 
creation, and many more collections for local schemes. There were pay 
deductions for the Volkswagen car and workplace contributions for Strength 
Through Joy and Beauty of Labour, and much, much more. Such 
contributions, whether in kind or in money or in the form of unpaid voluntary 
work, amounted in effect to a new, informal tax. People grumbled and cursed, 
but all reports agree that they paid up anyway. There was no organized 
boycott of any of the collection actions, despite a few individual incidents of 
refusal to pay. People got used to the perpetual demands for money, clothing 
and other contributions; it became a normal part of everyday life. It was 
widely believed that old Nazis were amongst the most frequent and most 
favoured recipients of the aid dispensed in this way, and there were many 
stories of preferential treatment to Party members over ex-Communists or 


Social Democrats. This was not surprising, since political reliability was 
indeed a prime criterion for the receipt of support. Those who benefited were 
indeed most frequently Party members and their hangers-on. It was equally 
unsurprising that there were also many jokes about the corruption that was 
said to be inherent in the whole operation. One joke had two Party officials 
discovering a 50-Reichsmark note in the gutter as they were walking along 
the street. Picking it up, one of the two men announced he was going to 
donate it to the Party’s Winter Aid relief scheme. ‘Why are you doing it the 


long way round?’ asked the other 166 


By devolving welfare spending onto the (allegedly) voluntary sector, the 
regime was able to save official tax-based income and use it for rearmament 
instead. Conscription, marriage loans and other schemes to take people out of 
the labour market led to further reductions in the burden of benefit payments 
on the state and so to further savings in state expenditure that could then be 
turned to the purposes of military-related expenditure. Unemployment 
benefits had already been severely cut by governments and local authorities 
before the Nazis took power. The new regime lost little time in cutting them 
even more sharply. Voluntary Labour Service and other, similar schemes to 
massage the unemployment statistics downwards also had the effect of 
reducing the amount of unemployment benefits that had to be paid out. 
Unemployment, of course, as we have seen, had by no means vanished from 
the scene by the winter of 1935-6, but local authorities continued to drive 
down the level of benefit payments by whatever means they could. From 
October to December 1935, when the official figure of welfare unemployed 
rose from 336,000 to 376,000, the total benefits paid to them across the Reich 
actually fell from 4.7 to 3.8 million Reichsmarks. Everywhere, welfare 
authorities were calling in the unemployed for questioning and examination 
as to whether they were fit to work; those who were deemed fit were drafted 
into the Reich Labour Service or emergency relief schemes of one kind or 
another; those who failed to appear were taken off the register, and their 
payments stopped. Rent supplements were cut, payments to carers for the old 
and the sick for medication were slashed. In Cologne, a working-class woman 
who asked the welfare officer for help in paying for medication for her 75- 
year-old mother, whom she cared for at home, was told that the state would 
no longer pay for such people, who were nothing but a burden on the national 


community.482 


Cutting back on welfare payments was only part of a wider strategy. Urging 
the German people to engage in self-help instead of relying on payouts from 
the state carried with it the implication that those who could not help 


themselves were dispensable, indeed a positive threat to the future health of 
the German people. The racially unsound, deviants, criminals, the ‘asocial’ 
and the like were to be excluded from the welfare system altogether. As we 
have seen, by 1937-8 members of the underclass, social deviants and petty 
criminals were being arrested in large numbers and put into concentration 
camps since they were regarded by the Nazis as being of no use to the regime. 
In the end, therefore, as soon as rearmament had soaked up the mass of the 
unemployed, the Nazis’ original scepticism about the benefits of social 
welfare reasserted itself in the most brutal possible way. 


Ill 


The National Socialist Welfare organization, Winter Aid and Strength 
Through Joy were by far the most popular schemes mounted by the Third 
Reich at home. For many, they were tangible proof that the regime was 
serious about implementing its promise to create an organic national 
community of all Germans, in which class conflict and social antagonisms 
would be overcome, and the egotism of the individual would give way to the 
overriding interests of the whole. These programmes explicitly aimed to 
obliterate distinctions of class and status, to involve the better-off in helping 
their fellow Germans who had suffered in the Depression and to improve the 
lives of the mass of ordinary people in a variety of different ways. 
Paradoxically, it was the better-off who were most attracted to the ideology of 
the people’s community; workers were often too deeply imbued with Marxist 
ideas of class conflict to yield directly to its appeal. Not untypical was the 
reaction of Melita Maschmann, a young woman brought up in a conservative, 
upper-middle-class household, where her nationalist parents instilled in her a 
conception of Germany that she later described as ‘a terrible and wonderful 


mystery’ 168 Conversation in her parents’ home in the early 1930s frequently 
turned to matters such as the humiliation of Germany’s defeat in the First 
World War, the divisions and squabbles of the political parties in the 
Reichstag, the constantly escalating violence and mayhem on the streets, and 
the poverty and desperation of the growing numbers of unemployed. 
Nostalgic for the Kaiser’s day, when, her parents said, Germans had been 
proud and united, Melita herself found it impossible to resist the lure of the 
Nazis’ promise to stop internal dissension and unite all social classes in a new 


national community in which rich and poor would all be treated as equals.402 


Her experience was echoed by that of many others. Yet although reactions to 
the welfare and leisure schemes that the Nazis deployed to give effect to such 


unifying ideas were often favourable, especially in retrospect, there was a 
down-side too. The element of compulsion in all of them could hardly be 
ignored. Despite the regime’s constant trumpeting of the virtues of self- 
sacrifice, these did not possess a universal appeal; on the contrary, many 
people were fixated on the achievement of material improvements in their 
own situation - hardly surprising after all they had been through in the war, 
the inflation and the Depression. Class distinctions seemed as alive as ever, 
and were compounded by a newly emerging distinction between ‘old fighters’ 
and local Party bosses, who were widely perceived as the principal 
beneficiaries of these schemes, and the rest. Deeply held beliefs among wide 
sections of the population, possibly even the majority, ranging from faith in 
the Christian idea of universal charity to an ingrained habit amongst many 
workers of viewing everything through the lens of a Marxist-influenced idea 
of class struggle, proved extremely difficult for the regime to eradicate. 

By 1939, therefore, disillusion was widespread even with some of the most 
popular schemes implemented by the Third Reich. The first flush of 
enthusiasm for the regime had already begun to fade in 1934, and by early 
1936 it had reached such a low level that even Hitler’s popularity was 


beginning to wane.1Z0 How far did this disillusion reach, how general was it, 


and why did it fail to translate into a wider and more principled opposition to 
the regime? A good picture of how ordinary people regarded the Third Reich, 
the ways in which society changed between 1933 and 1939, and the extent to 
which the promise of a united, organic national community was realized, can 
be derived from the experience of a provincial town during this period. In the 
Lower Saxon town of Northeim, the most obvious outward and visible sign of 
change in the eyes of the inhabitants was the return of prosperity and order 
after the poverty and disorder of the last years of the Weimar Republic. Street 
clashes and meeting-room brawls, which had caused so much anxiety among 
the citizenry, were now a thing of the past. The town’s Nazi mayor, Ermst 
Girmann, after ousting his rivals within the local Party in September 1933, 
ruled Northeim alone, unfettered by any democratic controls, a position 
confirmed in January 1935 when a new, nationwide law came into effect 
giving mayors untrammelled power over the communities they ran. Girmann 
put out a substantial propaganda campaign unveiling elaborate plans for a 
revival of the job market in the town. These plans were never taken up by 
Northeim’s hard-headed businessmen; but after the unemployed had been 
taken off the streets into labour camps and public works schemes, the general 
revival of the economy that had already begun before the Nazi seizure of 
power started to have a real impact. Workers drafted into the Reich Labour 
Service were engaged on highly visible municipal improvements such as the 


extension of the town’s parkland, or the repainting of some of the town’s old 


houses.+24 


The most notable construction project involved the building of a Thingplatz 
or Nazi cultic meeting-place, an open-air theatre in a nearby forest, on land 
purchased by the city at an extremely high price from one of Girmann’s 
friends. A large number of new houses and apartment blocks were built in the 
town with subsidies made available by the government, though the most 
widely trumpeted construction project, a settlement of forty-eight new houses 
on the outskirts of the town, had been conceived already in the early 1930s 
and had in fact been delayed by objections raised by the local Nazis 
themselves in 1932. Only Aryan families who belonged to the Party or an 
ancillary organization could move in, and only if they were sponsored by the 
local Party. Still, the propaganda surrounding the ‘battle for work’ had the 
effect in Northeim of convincing most people that the Third Reich had indeed 
brought about a miraculous economic recovery. The sense of everyone pulling 
together to get Germany out of the economic rut was strengthened by the 
hyper-activism of the local National Socialist Welfare organization, with its 
collection boxes, benefit evenings, stewpot Sundays and mass rallies. 
However, the Third Reich’s most significant benefit to the local economy was 
brought by the army’s reoccupation of a local barracks, whose refurbishment 
triggered a mini-boom in Northeim’s construction industry. A thousand 
soldiers and ancillary staff meant a thousand new consumers and customers 


for local shops and suppliers.+22 


Yet according to regional Gestapo reports, none of this convinced the 
town’s many former Social Democrats and Communists, who were still 
unreconciled to the regime at the end of 1935, and were continuing to spread 
negative propaganda by word of mouth. Hostility was also noted amongst 
local Catholics; people still shopped in Jewish stores; conservatives were 
disillusioned and forging contacts with the army; and Girmann’s attempt to 
crush the local Lutheran congregation and make the town the first town in 
Germany without Christians foundered on the passive resistance of both 
clergy and laity. In conformity with national policy, Girmann did manage to 
force the closure of the town’s Catholic school, achieved mainly through a 
series of personal interviews with its pupils’ parents in which an undertone of 
intimidation must have been clearly audible to them. But higher authority 
would not allow him to employ overt violence against the Lutherans, and 
getting the Hitler Youth to throw snowballs at the crucifix on the town church 
was not really very effective, and so his campaign failed. Girmann was not 
above threatening people he observed failing to conform. People who did not 


turn up to meetings or left them early were confronted and asked for an 
explanation, and in one case, Girmann personally wrote to a young woman 
who had neglected to raise her arm in the Nazi salute, telling her she would be 
in danger of physical assault if she did the same again. Faced with such 
threats, local people were generally careful to conform, at least outwardly. All 
the same, there was no denying a widespread loss of enthusiasm for the 


regime in the town after the first months of euphoria.223 


The local Party found it difficult to counter such disillusionment. By the end 
of 1935 it had lost its dynamism; its leaders, Mayor Girmann included, had 
become comfortable, well-off even, drawing high salaries and reaping the 
rewards of their earlier struggles. Even Girmann did little in the later 1930s 
except rebuild the town’s horse-riding facilities, which he proceeded to use 
himself on regular occasions. Nazi festivals and celebrations became empty 
rituals, with people participating more out of fear than commitment. The few 
open incidents of antisemitic violence in the town met with reactions from the 
townsfolk ranging from indifference to outright disapproval; this was, after 
all, the kind of disorder they had supposed the Third Reich had come into 
being in order to suppress. Former Social Democrats were grudgingly 
tolerated if they abstained from oppositional activities, which on the whole 
they did after 1935, when the last remaining resistance groups had been 
suppressed. Block Wardens visited the households in their charge on a regular 
basis, to extract Winter Aid payments and to check on their political 
reliability. They had to submit reports on anyone from their block who was 
applying for social welfare, seeking a position in any of the town’s numerous 
guilds and clubs, or looking for a government job. They had to fill in a form 
to this end, giving details of the applicant’s attendance at meetings, 
contributions to charity and so on. Yet of the thousands of such reports stored 
in the local archives, hardly a single one after 1935 classified the subject as 
politically unreliable; only for a brief while, at the height of the Church 
struggle, did the reports contain negative comments along these lines, usually 
concerning active Catholics. Many of the Block Wardens’ notes were vague 
or said little that was meaningful, but on one point, they were all specific, and 
that was whether or not their subjects contributed to Winter Aid and similar 
schemes. Failure to do so earned the person in question a black mark and a 
designation as ‘selfish’ or ‘unfriendly’. Such an individual had made the 
Block Warden’s job more difficult, and held the potential to get him into 
trouble if he did not deliver his designated quota of payments. Nothing much 
else mattered, except on occasion a rare failure of someone to hang out a flag 
on Hitler’s birthday or forgetting to give the Hitler greeting. Some kind of 
political stability had been achieved, and most Block Wardens now seemed to 


want little more than to carry out their regular duties unhindered and without 
trouble. They no longer cared very much about people’s political beliefs, so 
long as they conformed in outward appearance and kept their beliefs to 
themselves. No doubt they were somewhat more vigilant in former 
Communist strongholds in Berlin or the Ruhr than in a small provincial town 
like Northeim. Still, by 1939, a kind of modus vivendi had been reached: 
townspeople, whatever their views, participated in public rituals as required, 
though generally without much enthusiasm; the local Party was careful to 
leave it at that and not push people too far. Acquiescence and lip-service were 
all, in the end, that it had been able to achieve; but it was realistic enough to 
admit that this would have to do, and that was probably the situation 


elsewhere as well.+/4 

The situation in Northeim reflected that of many other parts of Germany. 
Germans had not all become fanatical Nazis by 1939, but the basic desire of 
the vast majority for order, security, jobs, the possibility of improved living 
standards and career advancement, all things which had seemed impossible 
under the Weimar Republic, had largely been met, and this was enough to 
secure their acquiescence. Propaganda may not have had as much effect in 
this regard as the actual, obvious fact of social, economic and political 
stability. The violence and illegality of the R6hm purge had been widely 
accepted, for example, not because people supported Hitler’s use of murder as 
a political tool, but because it appeared to restore the order that had been 
threatened by R6hm’s stormtroopers over the preceding months. There was a 
broad consensus on the primacy of orderliness that the Nazis recognized, 
accepted and exploited. In the long run, of course, it was to prove illusory. 
But for the moment, it was enough to take the wind out of the sails of any 
oppositional movements that tried to convert rumblings of dissatisfaction with 
one or the other aspect of daily life under the Third Reich into a broader form 


of opposition +22 


IV 


The social promises made by the Third Reich’s leaders were far-reaching 
indeed. Nazism had won support at the polls in the early 1930s not least 
because of its incessantly reiterated promise to overcome the divisions of the 
Weimar Republic and unite the German people in a new national, racial 
community based on co-operation not conflict, mutual support not mutual 
antagonism. Class differences would disappear; the interests of the Germanic 
race would be paramount. The two great symbolic propaganda 


demonstrations choreographed by Goebbels and the Nazi leadership in the 
opening months of the Third Reich, the ‘Day of Potsdam’ and the ‘Day of 
National Labour’, had both been intended to demonstrate how the new 
Germany would unite the old traditions of the Prussian Establishment on the 
one hand and the labour movement on the other. Interviewed by the Nazi 
playwright Hanns Johst on 27 January 1934, Hitler declared that Nazism 
‘conceives of Germany as a corporate body, as a single organism’. ‘From the 
camp of bourgeois tradition’, he told Johst, National Socialism ‘takes national 
resolve, and from the materialism of the Marxist dogma living, creative 
socialism.’ He went on: 


People’s Community: that means a community of all productive labour, 
that means the oneness of all vital interests, that means overcoming 
bourgeois privatism and the unionized, mechanically organized masses, 
that means unconditionally equating the individual fate and the nation, 
the individual and the people . . . The bourgeois must become a citizen 
of the state; the red comrade must become a racial comrade. Both must, 
with their good intentions, ennoble the sociological concept of the 
worker and raise the status of an honorary title for labour. This patent of 
nobility alone puts the soldier and the peasant, the merchant and the 
academician, the worker and the capitalist under oath to take the only 
possible direction in which all purposeful German striving must be 
headed: towards the nation . . . The bourgeois man should stop feeling 
like some sort of pensioner of tradition or capital and separated from the 
worker by the Marxist concept of property; rather, he should strive, with 


an open mind, to become integrated in the whole as a worker+Z6 


Hitler underlined these points by projecting himself as a worker by origin, a 
humble man of the people who had risen through the ranks without ever 
losing touch with his lowly origins. 

Hitler frequently reminded his audiences that, as he told an audience of over 
a million people assembled in Berlin’s Pleasure Gardens on Mayday 1937, he 
‘did not issue from some palace: I came from the worksite. Neither was I a 
general: I was a soldier like millions of others.’ The camaraderie of the front 
line in 1914-18, when social barriers were wiped away in the heat of 
commitment to the national cause, was to live again in the spirit of the Third 
Reich: 


It is a miraculous thing that, here in our country, an unknown man was 
able to step forth from the army of millions of German people, German 
workers and soldiers, to stand at the fore of the Reich and the nation! 
Next to me stand German people from every class of life who are today 


Regional Leaders etc. Though, mind you, former members of the 
bourgeoisie and former aristocrats also have their place in this 
movement. To us it makes no difference where they come from; what 


counts is that they are able to work for the benefit of our people.t7Z 


As Hitler’s use of the word ‘former’ on this occasion suggested, the Third 
Reich sedulously propagated the notion that all class distinctions had been 
abolished in the new Germany. ‘We are’, declared Robert Ley in 1935, ‘the 


first country in Europe to overcome the class struggle,’ 128 In token of this, 
many institutions of the Nazi Party made a point of elevating members of the 
lower classes into positions of authority over members of the bourgeoisie, as 
in the Hitler Youth, or of subjecting the scions of the elites to the authority of 
their supposedly former social inferiors, as when university students were sent 
to labour camps, or schoolteachers were disciplined by ‘old fighters’ from 
humble backgrounds in their compulsory training sessions. The Nazi students’ 
attack on the traditional student duelling corps was only one instance of a 
widespread assault on Germany’s most publicly prominent bastions of social 
privilege, and - to the disgust of traditionalists like Reck-Malleczewen - it was 
accompanied by a good deal of egalitarian rhetoric and verbal assaults on the 
reactionary nature of the class discrimination that the duelling corps so openly 


practised. 129 

Crucially, the rhetoric was accompanied by actual deeds. The decline in 
status, autonomy and power of the academically trained professions in the 
first six years of the Third Reich was real. Traditional institutions like the 
universities had been downgraded as part of the life-experience of young 
Germans, and far fewer went to them in 1939 than had done six years before. 
Small businessmen and white-collar workers saw the social divisions between 
them and the working class eroded by more than just Nazi speechifying. 
Aristocrats found themselves elbowed aside in the corridors of power by 
brash young Nazis from social classes far below theirs. Old-established 
figures of authority, from doctors to pastors, large landowners to village 
elders, found themselves under attack. Everywhere, the young, or at least a 
significant minority among them, seized their chance and asserted themselves 
against their elders: in the aristocracy, in the village, in the schoolroom, in the 
university. A new political elite had undeniably taken over. From the top rank 
of Nazis such as Goebbels and Goring, Schirach and Ley, down through the 
Regional Leaders to the bottom level of the Block Wardens and Hitler Youth 
commanders, new men, mostly young, often from unorthodox social 
backgrounds, sometimes, like Rosenberg for example, even from outside 
Germany itself, took over the reins of power. Moreover, a whole range of 


traditional social values had been downgraded: the professor’s prioritization 
of learning for its own sake, the doctor’s Hippocratic ethic of putting the 
patient’s interests before everything else, even the businessman’s 
enshrinement of profit as the ultimate measure of success - all these were 
swept aside by the Third Reich’s prioritization of war, race and the national 
community. 

Yet the equality of status so loudly and so insistently proclaimed by the 
Nazis did not imply equality of social position, income or wealth. The Nazis 
did not radically revise the taxation system so as to even up people’s net 
incomes, for example, or control the economy in the way that was done in the 
Soviet Union, or later on in the German Democratic Republic, so as to 
minimize the differences between rich and poor. Rich and poor remained in 
the Third Reich, as much as they ever had. In the end, the aristocracy’s power 
over the land remained undisturbed, and younger nobles even found a new 
leadership role in the SS, Germany’s future political elite. Peasant families 
that had run their village communities for decades or even centuries managed 
for the most part to retain their position by reaching a limited accommodation 
with the new regime. Businessmen, big and small, continued to run their 
businesses for the usual capitalist profit motive. Professors shunted the most 
obviously unscientific and unscholarly excrescences of Nazi ideology into 
little institutes on their own, where they could be isolated from the 
mainstream of teaching and research, and continued much as before. Judges 
and lawyers still judged and pleaded, still fought cases, still sent people to 
prison. Doctors had more power over their patients, employers over their 
workers. The Churches undeniably lost ground in areas such as education, but 
all reports agree that the priest and the pastor by and large retained the loyalty 
of their flock despite all the efforts of the regime to undermine it. The rhetoric 
of the national community convinced many, perhaps even most Germans on 
the political level: party rivalries had gone, everyone seemed to be pulling 
together under Hitler’s leadership. ‘No more class struggle’, as Luise Solmitz 
noted in her diary on 27 April 1933, ‘or Marxism, religious antagonisms, - 


only Germany, - in Hitler.’482 But far fewer were convinced that the social 
utopia promised by the Nazis in 1933 ever really arrived. 

A society cannot be totally transformed in a mere six years without huge, 
murderous violence of the kind that occurred in Russia, from the ‘red terror’ 
of the civil war years (1918-21) to the massive purges carried out by Stalin in 
the 1930s. The leadership of the Third Reich did, as we have seen, carry out a 
limited killing action against dissidents, or supposed dissidents, within its 
own ranks at the end of June 1934, and it also killed some thousands of its 
own real or supposed opponents within Germany, but its major violence was 


reserved for people outside the country and was carried out in wartime. There 
was no parallel to the Soviet regime’s killing of some three million of its own 
citizens, mostly in time of peace, nor to its imprisonment of many more 
millions in labour camps, nor to the violent upheavals that brought about the 
state ownership of industry and the collectivization of agriculture in Stalin’s 
Russia. Similarly, while the Third Reich restricted wages and consumption, 
this was not as part of a deliberate attempt to narrow the gap between rich and 
poor, as with the far more drastic restrictions imposed in Soviet society, but 
simply as a means of saving money to pay for rearmament. Nazism did not try 
to turn the clock back, for all its talk of reinstating the hierarchies and values 
of a mythical Germanic past. As we have seen, the groups who hoped for a 
restoration of old social barriers and hierarchies were as disappointed as were 
those who looked to the Third Reich to carry out a radical redistribution of 


land and wealth.181 

The problem was that any programme of social change that the Nazis might 
have desired was in the end ruthlessly subordinated to the overriding 
determinant of preparation for war. Whatever helped get Germany ready for 
the conquest of Eastern Europe was good; whatever got in the way was bad. 
The realization of any social or racial utopia was postponed until Germany 
had acquired its much-vaunted living-space in the East, just as economic 
prosperity for the masses was ultimately made dependent on the same thing. 
Yet any assessment of what might have been then becomes increasingly 
speculative, the more so since there is every indication that Hitler would not 
have stopped with the conquest of the East but would have transformed the 
war from one waged for European supremacy to one fought for world 
domination. Still, something of the nature of the utopian character of the 
future Third Reich imagined by its leaders and ideologues could already be 
discerned by 1939. Nazism’s romance with technology, though driven by 
rearmament, went beyond the merely military. Here was a regime that wanted 
the latest machinery, the latest gadgets, the latest means of communication. 
All these things implied big factories, large businesses, modern cities, 
elaborate organizations. The principles on which the Nazi future would be 
based were scientific: the appliance of racial hygiene and Darwinist 
selectionism to human society without regard for any traditional morality or 
religious scruples, directed by an elaborate, hierarchical state apparatus that 
would brook no dissent. At times, Nazi rhetoric might seem to envision a 
Europe of peasant farmers, of Germans united by ties of ‘blood and soil’, 
enslaving and exploiting members of inferior races in a pseudo-feudal world 
shorn of the complexities and ambiguities of industrial society; de- 
industrialization and de-urbanization would be the essentials of the final 


incarnation of the Third Reich on a European scale+82 But the fiercest 


proponents of this view, such as Darré, were outflanked by those who 
believed that the new European racial order had to combine the most 
advanced industry, technology and communications with the reordering of 


agriculture and the countryside in a new balance between the two.183 


In the real world of twentieth-century Germany, Nazism’s modernizing 
effects impacted on a context where rapid social and economic change had 
already been going on since the industrial revolution of the mid-nineteenth 
century. Here too there were ultimately fatal contradictions. Preparation for 
war, for example, undoubtedly speeded up already existing processes of 
concentration and rationalization in industry, and accelerated technological 
developments of many kinds. Military and medical technology and research, 
as we have seen, forged ahead in government-funded institutes and company 
research and development departments. On the other hand, the educational 
policies of the Third Reich moved rapidly towards reducing the professional, 
scientific and intellectual competence of Germany’s future professional elites, 
which were already beginning to decline in strength and numbers by 1939. If 
a future elite was beginning to emerge from the SS and from the new elite 
schools and Order Castles, then it was a dumbed-down elite that would find 
difficulty in managing a complex, modern industrial and technological social 
and economic system of a kind that would be capable of waging and 
sustaining a complex, modern, industrial and technological war. Traditional 
social institutions such as the trade unions were cleared away to make room 
for a total identification of the individual with state and race; yet the result 
was the exact opposite, a retreat of ordinary people into their private worlds 
of the home and family, a prioritization of consumer needs that the Third 
Reich was neither willing nor able wholly to satisfy. The destruction of the 
traditional institutions of the labour movement can plausibly be seen as a 
blow for modernity, paving the way for a very different, less antagonistic 
structure of labour relations after 1945. In the longer run, however, the 
decline of the traditional industrial working class and the rise of the service 
sector in a post-industrial society would have achieved this result by other 
means. 

The problem with arguing about whether or not the Third Reich modernized 
German society, how far it wanted to change the social order and in what 
ways it succeeded in doing so, is that society was not really a priority of Nazi 
policy anyway. True, social divisions were to be, if not abolished altogether, 
then at least bridged over, social discord was to be replaced by social 
harmony, and status, though not class, was to be equalized as far as possible 


in new Reich. But much of this was to be achieved by symbols, rituals and 
rhetoric. Above all, what Hitler and the Nazis wanted was a change in 
people’s spirit, their way of thinking, and their way of behaving. They wanted 
a new man, and for that matter a new woman, to emerge out of the ashes of 
the Weimar Republic, re-creating the fighting unity and commitment of the 
front in the First World War. Their revolution was first and foremost cultural 
rather than social. Yet it was underpinned by something more concrete, that 
had real physical consequences for thousands, and in the end millions of 
Germans, Jews and others: the idea of racial engineering, of scientifically 
moulding the German people into a new breed of heroes, and its corollary, of 
eliminating the weak from the chain of heredity and taking those who were 
seen as the Germans’ enemies, real and potential, out of the reforged national 
community altogether. This meant a concerted attempt to improve the 
physical quality of the German race on the one hand: and a comprehensive 
drive to remove elements the Nazis considered undesirable, including above 
all the Jews, from German society on the other, as we shall now see. 


6 


TOWARDS THE RACIAL UTOPIA 


IN THE SPIRIT OF SCIENCE 


I 


Racial hygienists greeted the coming of the Third Reich with unalloyed 
anticipation. Since the 1890s they had been campaigning for social policies 
that put the improvement of the race at the centre of their concerns and 
targeted those whom they identified as weak, idle, criminal, degenerate and 
insane for elimination from the chain of heredity. At last, as Fritz Lenz, a 
long-time advocate of such measures, remarked, Germany had a government 
that was prepared to take such issues seriously and do something about 


them. His enthusiasm was not misplaced. From 1924 at the latest, when 
Hitler had read some racial-hygiene tracts during his period of enforced 
leisure in Landsberg prison, the future Leader considered that Germany and 
the Germans could only become strong again if the state applied to German 
society the basic principles of racial hygiene and racial engineering. The 
nation had become weak, corrupted by the infusion of degenerate elements 
into its bloodstream. These had to be removed as quickly as possible. The 
strong and the racially pure had to be encouraged to have more children, the 


weak and the racially impure had to be neutralized by one means or another.2 

Seeing that Hitler offered them a unique opportunity to put their ideas into 
practice, leading racial hygienists began to bring their doctrines into line with 
those of the Nazis in areas where they had so far failed to conform. A sizeable 
minority, to be sure, were too closely associated with political ideas and 
organizations on the left to survive as members of the Racial Hygiene Society, 
which was taken over by the Nazis and purged in 1933. Jewish doctors, of 
whom more than a few were enthusiastic racial hygienists, were similarly 
ousted. Even Lenz found that some of his ideas, such as, for example, the 
theory that illegitimate children were racially degenerate, ran into heavy 
criticism from Nazi ideologues like Heinrich Himmler. Very quickly, leading 
racial hygienists in the medical profession were outflanked by a younger 
generation, who led the key political institutions in the field, from the Racial- 
Political Office of the Nazi party, headed by Walter Gross (born 1904), the 
National Socialist Welfare organization, the Nazi Doctors’ League, and, 
increasingly, the SS, all of which had their own ideas about breeding and 
selection that rode roughshod over the scientific and medical niceties debated 
in the learned journals of the racial hygiene movement. Nevertheless, the 
leading figures in the movement were not disappointed by the new regime. 


Writing personally to Hitler in April 1933, Alfred Ploetz, the moving spirit of 
the eugenics movement for the past forty years, explained that since he was 
now in his seventies, he was too old to take a leading part in the practical 
implementation of the principles of racial hygiene in the new Reich, but he 


gave his backing to the Reich Chancellor’s policies all the same.2 


Practical policies were not long in coming. At the beginning of the Third 
Reich, Interior Minister Wilhelm Frick announced that the new regime was 
going to concentrate public spending on racially sound and healthy people. It 
was not only going to reduce expenditure on ‘inferior and asocial individuals, 
the sick, the mentally deficient, the insane, cripples and criminals’, it was also 
going to subject them to a ruthless policy of ‘eradication and selection’. On 
14 July 1933, this policy took legislative form in the Law for the Prevention 


of Hereditarily Diseased Offspring.4 This prescribed compulsory sterilization 
for anyone who suffered from congenital feeble-mindedness, schizophrenia, 
manic-depressive psychosis, hereditary epilepsy, Huntingdon’s chorea, 
hereditary deafness, blindness or severe physical deformity, or severe 
alcoholism. These conditions were subject to further definition by the large 
bureaucracy set up by the Reich Interior Ministry to administer the Law, 
while decisions on individual cases were taken by 181 specially established 
Hereditary Health Courts and appeal courts consisting of a lawyer and two 
doctors, acting on referrals from public health officers and the directors of 
institutions such as state nursing homes, clinics, old-age homes, special 
schools and the like, as well as social workers in the welfare system. This 
Law had long been an ambition of Germany’s influential racial hygiene 
movement, led by senior physicians such as Alfred Ploetz and Fritz Lenz, and 
had become a more insistent demand during the Depression. The enormous 
burden of welfare on the national finances had greatly increased the number 
and boldness of those in the welfare and medical professions who believed 
that many aspects of social deviance, poverty and destitution were the results 
of the hereditary degeneracy of those who suffered from them. Already in 
1932 on the advice of the German Medical Association, a law had been 


proposed to allow voluntary sterilization. Now, suddenly, it was reality.2 
There was nothing voluntary about the Law of 1933. Doctors were required 
to register every case of hereditary illness known to them, except in women 
over forty-five, and could be fined for failing to do so; at the same time the 
arbitrary and vague criteria used to define these cases left them with a good 
deal of latitude. Some patients agreed to be sterilized, but most did not. In 
1934, the first year of the Law’s operation, nearly 4,000 people appealed 
against the decisions of the sterilization authorities; 3,559 of the appeals 


failed. As these figures indicate, the scale on which sterilization was carried 
out was very considerable. In 1934 alone the courts received over 84,500 
applications for sterilization, roughly half for men and half for women. Of 
these, nearly 64,500 received rulings the same year; over 56,000 were in 
favour of sterilization. Thus an application from a doctor, social worker or 
other legitimate source was over 90 per cent likely to be approved and 
extremely unlikely to be overturned on appeal. In each of the first four years 
of the Law’s operation, over 50,000 people were sterilized in this way; by the 
time the Third Reich was over, the total number sterilized had reached over 
360,000, almost all of them treated before the outbreak of war in September 


1939. 

Three-quarters of the orders were made in respect of ‘congenital feeble- 
mindedness’, an extremely vague and elastic concept that placed great power 
in the hands of doctors and the courts: it became common, for example, to 
define many kinds of social deviance, such as prostitution, as forms of ‘moral 
feeble-mindedness’. The inclusion of alcoholism affected mainly members of 
the underclass. The techniques employed - vasectomy for men and tubal 
ligation for women - were often painful, and sometimes led to complications: 
the overall death-rate, overwhelmingly among women rather than men, ran at 
0.5 per cent, or a total of about 2,000 people. Before long, the scale of the 
programme had transformed the medical profession, as all doctors had to 
undergo training in recognizing hereditary degeneracy (for example, through 
the shape of the patient’s earlobes, the patient’s gait, or the configuration of 
the half-moon at the base of the patient’s fingernails). University medical 
faculties spent much of their time writing expert reports for the courts and 
devised ‘practical intelligence tests’ to sort out the sheep from the goats 
(‘What form of state do we have now? Who were Bismarck and Luther? Why 
are houses higher in the city than in the countryside?’). These ran into trouble 
when tests in rural areas revealed an equal degree of ignorance amongst 
allegedly normal schoolchildren as amongst supposedly feeble-minded ones. 
The possibility that rank-and-file members of the brownshirts from country 
districts might fail the tests was enough in itself to discredit the whole process 


of testing in the eyes of some senior Party doctors.2 


Roughly two-thirds of those sterilized were the inmates of mental hospitals, 
many of whose directors zealously combed through their patient files for 
candidates for the courts. The proportion of alleged schizophrenics was higher 
here; in the asylum at Kaufbeuren-Irsee, indeed, some 82 per cent of the 
1,409 patients were ruled to fall within the provisions of the Law, though 
elsewhere a proportion of about a third was more usual. Sterilization was 


attractive to asylum directors because it meant that the patients could in many 
cases be discharged into the community afterwards. This affected particularly 
the younger, less severely disturbed patients, so that the better their chances of 
recovery were thought to be, the more likely they were to be sterilized. At the 
Eglfing-Haar asylum, two-thirds of the patients sterilized in 1934 were 
released within a few months; at the Eichberg asylum, nearly 80 per cent of 
those sterilized in 1938 were also rapidly discharged. This reduced running 
costs at a time when asylums, like the rest of the welfare system, were under 
heavy pressure to cut expenditure. Indeed some young women were clearly 
sterilized mainly in order to prevent them bearing illegitimate children who 


would be a burden on the community2 


The reasons given for sterilization were frequently concerned more with 
social deviance than with any demonstrably hereditary condition. As one 
doctor wrote in putting forward a candidate for the operation on the basis of 
‘moral feeble-mindedness’: 


In his social worker’s files he is described as a beggar or vagrant who 
has come down in the world. He is in receipt of a fifty per cent war 
injury pension because of TB of the lungs and intestine. He spends his 
money very irresponsibly. Smokes a lot and sometimes gets drunk. He 
has repeatedly been an inmate at Farmsen. He usually leaves the 
institution to go tramping. He has previous convictions for resisting 
arrest, breach of the peace, public slander and grievous bodily harm. In 
his welfare files it is reported that he has often disturbed the operation of 
the service and physically attacked officials, so that he was banned from 


entering the welfare office. According to Dr[... ], C. is ‘a mentally 
seriously inferior individual who is totally without value for the 
community’ 3 


In cases such as this, sterilization appeared principally as a punishment or a 
measure of social control. The prospect of the man in question having 
children seemed to be remote indeed. Sterilizing the inmates of asylums and 
similar institutions was in many cases an excuse for discharging the public 
purse from the responsibility of maintaining them. 

These were not, therefore, seriously ill people, still less those whose 
ailments condemned them to a life of perpetual institutionalization. Those 
who were too ill, too helpless or too dangerous to be let out into society were 
unlikely to have children and so did not require sterilization. In essence, 
therefore, the regime was using sterilization to crush those areas of society 
that did not conform to the Nazi ideal of the new man or the new woman: 
overwhelmingly, members of the underclass, beggars, prostitutes, vagrants, 


people who did not want to work, graduates of orphanages and reform 
schools, the slum and the street: people who could not be expected to join the 
Hitler Youth, give money to the Winter Aid, enlist in the armed forces, hang 
out flags on the Leader’s birthday or turn up at work every day on time. The 
new Law gave the regime the power to reach into the most intimate sphere of 
human existence, sexuality and reproduction, a power that it would 
subsequently extend to its dealings with the Jews and indeed, potentially at 
least, every adult German. To back up these measures, a regulation issued on 
26 July 1933 blocked access to marriage loans for people who suffered from 
hereditary mental or physical ailments; another regulation issued a couple of 
months later extended this ban to child benefits. It was only a small step from 


here to ban racially undesirable marriages altogether 12 


Against the background of reasoning such as this, it was not surprising that 
‘habitual criminals’ were also one of the groups whose enforced sterilization 
had long been thought desirable by psychiatrists and criminologists. Local 
health officers, most notoriously Gerhard Boeters, in Zwickau, were vigorous 
in campaigning for such a measure under the Weimar Republic. The prison 
doctor in Straubing, Theodor Viernstein, considered that ‘enemies of the race, 
enemies of society’ had to be removed from the chain of heredity as fast as 


possible +1 Even Social Democrats such as Wilhelm Hoegner urged at least 
the voluntary sterilization of persistent offenders, though the Communists and 


the Centre Party, for very different reasons, were strongly opposed. 12 Hitler 
and leading Nazis such as the legal expert Hans Frank were strongly in favour 
of including ‘habitual criminals’ in the list of those to be sterilized. But Reich 
Justice Minister Franz Giirtner successfully blocked such a move, both in the 
Sterilization Law and in the Habitual Criminals Law. He continued to do so 
despite pressure from eugenicists such as Ernst Riidin, partly because officials 
were not convinced that it would be possible to separate hereditarily 
determined criminality cleanly from environmentally conditioned deviance, 
but mainly because they considered it unnecessary anyway because ‘habitual 
criminals’ were now incarcerated for life under the new rules for ‘security 
confinement’ and therefore could not reproduce. Nevertheless, state prisoners 
could be sterilized if they fell under any of the other grounds specified in the 
law, and prison doctors were energetic in identifying them amongst the 
inmates. The criteria for sterilization were extremely elastic and included the 
‘congenitally feeble-minded’ and ‘alcoholics’, amongst whom a _ large 
proportion of prison inmates could be counted by a determined prison doctor. 
Hans Trunk, Viernstein’s successor at Straubing, for instance, proposed to 
have up to a third of the prison’s inmates sterilized, a figure considered too 


high even by the local Hereditary Health Court. It was hardly surprising that 
prisoners were over-represented amongst the compulsorily sterilized, with 
nearly 5,400 subjected to this procedure by December 1939. It was equally 
unsurprising that the threat of a vasectomy or hysterectomy spread fear 
amongst prison inmates, who often told each other the correct answers to the 


intelligence tests administered by the doctors and learned them off by heart.23 

On the other hand, the physically handicapped were considerably less 
severely affected. True, one of the conditions laid down by the 1933 Law was 
‘serious hereditary physical deformity’, which it declared included anyone 
who suffered from ‘deviations from the norm that more or less strongly 
prevent normal functioning’, so long as these could be demonstrated to be 
inherited. Whether or not they were also mentally handicapped was 
completely irrelevant from this point of view. State support for such people 
was to be effectively abolished since they were of no use to the community. 
Already in the Depression, Germany’s residential care facilities for the 
physically handicapped, which provided 11,000 beds in 1927, had been 
forced by financial constraints to accept only children, and even there only 
those whom they considered capable of recovery through treatment. Well 
before 1933, therefore, the distinction between the ‘valuable’ and the 
‘inferior’, or people suffering from curable physical handicaps on the one 
hand, and severe or multiple disabilities on the other, had become 
commonplace in care institutions. In the light of the massive propaganda 
attacks launched by the Nazis against the physically handicapped in 
connection with the sterilization law in 1933, many families withdrew their 
handicapped children or relatives from these institutions, fearing the worst for 


them.14 

But by the mid-1930s, the atmosphere was beginning to change. Doctors 
pointed out that at least three-quarters of physical handicaps developed after 
birth, and that the vast majority were in any case extremely unlikely to be 
passed on to the next generation. Conditions such as a dislocation of the hips 
were regarded as perfectly treatable. So too was club-foot, which must have 
come as a relief to the Reich Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels, 
Germany’s best-known sufferer from the condition. It was of course already 
too late to propose him for sterilization, and the futility of the idea that his 
disability was hereditary was amply demonstrated by the sound and healthy 
physical constitution of his own numerous offspring. Possibly the obvious 
embarrassment of dismissing the club-footed as a danger to the future of the 
race was a factor in bringing about a change of policy towards physical 
disabilities in the Third Reich. But the major factor was economic. 


Orthopaedic surgeons and physicians, fearful for their jobs should a policy of 
sterilization and effective abandonment of treatment be adopted, pointed out 
that so long as the physically handicapped were of sound mind, they could be 
employed in a whole variety of appropriate jobs, especially if their treatment 
had met with some success. They noted that successful therapy required early 
treatment, yet the attitude of the Nazis was causing mothers to conceal their 
children’s disabilities from the medical profession for fear of what would 
happen to them. 

Local officials met on 12 October 1937 and agreed that the growing 
shortage of labour made it advisable to integrate the physically handicapped 
into the economy. Otto Perl, the founder in 1919 of the League for the 
Advancement of Self-Help for the Physically Handicapped, successfully 
lobbied for the pejorative official designation of ‘cripple’ (Kruippel) to be 
replaced in official documents by the more neutral ‘physically handicapped’ 
(Korperbehinderte), as indeed it increasingly was from 1934 onwards. Many 
of those he represented were of course war-wounded; but his campaigns had 
implications for younger handicapped people too. The result was that the 
proportion of the forcibly sterilized who suffered from exclusively physical 
disabilities remained throughout the Nazi period below 1 per cent. In 1934 
Perl’s organization was officially recognized, incorporated into the National 
Socialist People’s Welfare under the name of the Reich League of the 
Physically Handicapped (Reichsbund der Korperbehinderten) and charged 
with the task of integrating its members into the productive economy. Those 
with disabilities such as haemophilia, severe progressive rheumatoid arthritis, 
serious spasmodic muscular contractions or chronic deformities of the hands 
or the spine were consigned to institutions with the instruction that they had to 
be given a miminal level of care. But even here, the idea of compulsory 
Sterilization was dropped; in a land where many thousands of severely 
physically handicapped war veterans could be seen on the streets every day, it 


would have been difficult to justify such a policy to the general public.42 
Still, this change of heart had its limits. The physically handicapped might be 
useful to the regime, but they were in no way to be full or equal members of 
the racial community. The emphasis placed on physical health and vitality by 
the Nazis already discriminated against them at school, where from 17 March 
1935 onwards they were banned from progressing to secondary education, 
along with students who had showed ‘persistent failure in physical training’ 
and ‘young people who exhibit a persistent unwillingness to look after their 
bodies’. The way to preferment at school, university, the Hitler Youth and 
virtually all the other institutions of the Third Reich was not least through the 
demonstration of fitness to fight. Those who were not in a position to show it 


remained second-class citizens 28 


Some doctors outside Germany also held the view that many social ills were 
the result of the hereditary degeneracy of certain sections of the population. 
Even before the Nazis came to power in Germany, twenty-eight states in the 
USA had passed sterilization laws resulting in the compulsory sterilization of 
some 15,000 people; the total had more than doubled by 1939. German racial 
hygienists such as Gerhard Boeters pointed to the American example in 
justifying their own stance; others also incidentally pointed to anti- 
miscegenation laws in the southern states of the USA as another example that 
could usefully be followed in Germany. The American eugenicist Harry 
Laughlin, who in 1931 put forward a programme to sterilize some 15 million 
Americans of inferior racial stock over the next half-century, received an 
honorary doctorate from Heidelberg in 1936. US eugenicists admired the 
German Laws in turn; and Laughlin himself proudly claimed that his own 


ideas had in part inspired it1Z Sterilization laws of one kind and another were 
passed by Switzerland in 1928, by Denmark in 1929, by Norway in 1934 and 
by a variety of other European countries, both democratic and authoritarian in 
their political structures. Six thousand Danes were sterilized, and no fewer 
than 40,000 Norwegians. Even more remarkably, nearly 63,000 sterilizations 
were performed in Sweden between 1935 and 1975. It has been argued that 
the Swedish sterilizations were carried out to remove non-productive people 
from the chain of heredity and targeted the socially rather than the racially 
deviant; and certainly, the welfare state constructed by Swedish Social 
Democracy in these decades was not racially based in the way that the Nazi 
state was. Still, the Swedish National Institute for Racial Biology did establish 
physical characteristics among the criteria for forced sterilization, and 
Gypsies were targeted as a supposedly racially inferior group. Moreover, in 
the first six years of the Third Reich, sterilization, although carried out on a 
scale far greater than anywhere else, was not primarily racial in character, in 
the sense of being based on the identification of inferior races: the people who 
were being sterilized were overwhelmingly ‘Aryan’ Germans, and they were 
being sterilized for reasons not very different from those given by the 


Swedish authorities and eugenicists elsewhere at around the same time.18 The 
real difference was to emerge only later, when the war began, as the Nazi 
regime turned from sterilizing social deviants to murdering them. 


Il 


Applying the principles of racial hygiene to society meant sweeping away 


traditional Christian morality and replacing it with a system of ethics that 
derived good and bad solely from the imagined collective interests of the 
German race. This did not stop some Protestant welfare officials from 
agreeing with this policy, but when the Catholic Church objected to measures 
such as forcible sterilization, Nazi ideologues like the doctors’ leader Gerhard 
Wagner portrayed this as another episode in the long struggle between 
religious obscurantism and scientific enlightenment, a struggle which science 


was bound to win.J2 In few areas, indeed, were the differences between 
conservative traditionalism and Nazi modernism more apparent than in the 
regime’s attitude to women, marriage and the family, all of which appeared to 
Nazi ideologues in the light not of conventional Christian morality but of the 
scientific principles of racial policy. Any overlap there might have appeared 
to be between conservative and National Socialist views of women’s place in 
society was purely superficial. Alarmed by the long-term decline in 
Germany’s birth-rate that had set in around the tum of the century, 
conservative nationalists and Nazis alike preached women’s return to the 
home; but while conservatives saw the key to the decline’s reversal in the 
revival of traditional marriage patterns, the Nazis were willing to take up even 
the most radical ideas in the pursuit of more children for the Reich, adding on 
to this the insistence that such children had to be racially pure and hereditarily 
untainted, principles that traditional conservatives abhorred. Abortion, deeply 
repugnant to Catholic morality, provided a case in point. The Third Reich 
tightened up and enforced more rigorously the existing laws banning abortion 
except on medical grounds, thereby reducing the number of officially 
sanctioned abortions from nearly 35,000 a year in the early 1930s to fewer 
than 2,000 a year by the end of the decade. But it also allowed abortion on 
eugenic grounds from 1935 onwards and in November 1938 a Liineburg court 
created a significant precedent when it legalized abortion for Jewish 


women.22 At the same time, contraceptives, another bugbear of the Catholic 
Church, continued to be available throughout the 1930s, although birth- 
control clinics were closed down because of the association of the birth- 


control movement with left-wing, libertarian politics.24 


Given their Darwinian view of world politics, the Nazis considered a high 
birth-rate essential for a nation’s health. A declining birth-rate meant an 
ageing population, and fewer recruits for the armed forces in the longer term. 
A rising birth-rate meant a young, vigorous population and the promise of 
ever-expanding military manpower in the future. Racial hygienists had 
pointed with alarm to the decline in Germany’s birth-rate, from thirty-six live 
births per 1,000 population in 1900 to a mere fifteen per 1,000 population in 


1932. As early as 1914, Fritz Lenz had opined that women’s emancipation 
was to blame and advocated putting a ban on women going into higher 
education. He was critical of other racial hygienists who argued modestly that 
a healthy woman should give birth to eight or nine children during her life. A 
woman, he thought, could continue to give birth over a period of thirty years; 
with one birth possible at least every other year, this meant, he declared, a 
minimum of fifteen. Anything else was due to ‘unnatural or pathological 


causes’.22 The Nazis could not have agreed more. As soon as they came to 


power, they moved into action to eliminate what they thought of as the causes 
of the declining birth-rate and to provide incentives to women to have more 
children. Their first target was Germany’s large and active feminist 
movement, which was swiftly closed down and its constituent associations 
dissolved or incorporated into the Party’s national women’s organization, 
National Socialist Womanhood (NS-Frauenschaft). The leading radical 
feminists, including Anita Augspurg and Lida Gustava Heymann, pioneers of 
the campaign for women’s suffrage, and Helene Stécker, advocate of sexual 
liberation for women, went into exile; apart from anything else, their pacifist 
convictions put them at the risk of arrest and imprisonment in the new regime. 
The more conservative feminists, like Gertrud Baumer, who had dominated 
the movement in the 1920s, retreated into self-imposed ‘inner exile’, leaving 


the field open to women of openly Nazi convictions.22 


The National Socialist Womanhood was led, after a fierce internal power- 
struggle that lasted until the beginning of 1934, by Gertrud Scholtz-Klink, a 
proud mother (eventually) of eleven children; her devotion to the idea of the 
family was unquestionable. The Womanhood was intended to provide the 
active leadership for a comprehensive mass organization of German women, 
called the German Women’s Bureau (Deutsches Frauenwerk), which would 


convert the entire female sex in Germany to the Nazi way of thinking.24 
Once appointed to head these two organizations, as Reich Women’s Leader, in 
February 1934, Scholtz-Klink sprang into action, setting up a range of 
schemes to persuade women to have more children and to take better care of 
those they already had. One of the most ambitious was the Reich Mothers’ 
Service. This drew on the experience of old-established women’s welfare 
groups. It ran courses on childcare, cooking, sewing and of course racial 
hygiene; they had reached more than 1.7 million women by March 1939 and 
were funded by the sale of badges on Mother’s Day, supplemented by a small 
fee for taking part. Mother’s Day itself became a major propaganda event, and 
was made into a national holiday in 1934. Goebbels ordered all brownshirts, 
Hitler Youth and other Nazi Party organizations to give their members the day 


off so that they could be with their families; theatres were to stage relevant 
plays on the day and give out free tickets to mothers and families; priests and 
pastors were to preach sermons on motherhood. On Mother’s Day in May 
1939, three million women who had given birth to four or more children each 
were invested with the title of ‘Mother of the Reich’ in special ceremonies 
held all over Germany. Their new status was signalled by the award of 
specially minted Mother’s Honour Crosses - bronze for four children, silver 
for six and gold for eight or more, an achievement considered sufficiently 
noteworthy for the crosses to be pinned on by Hitler himself. Wearers were 
allowed to jump queues in food stores, and Hitler Youth members were 
instructed to salute them in the street. Mothers whose performance exceeded 
even this, and who gave birth to ten children, were given the additional 
honour of having Hitler as godfather of the tenth child, which in the case of 
boys meant naming the infant ‘Adolf’, something which Catholic families 
who resented Hitler’s persecution of their Church must have found somewhat 


distressing.22 

The involvement of Goebbels in this propaganda exercise pointed to the fact 
that Scholtz-Klink’s women’s organizations by no means had a monopoly 
over policy and its implementation in this area. As a mere woman, Scholtz- 
Klink enjoyed a low status in the Nazi hierarchy and was therefore no match 
even for relatively unsuccessful male Nazi leaders in the turf wars that were 
such a constant feature of the regime’s internal politics. Soon the Labour 
Front, the Reich Food Estate and the National Socialist Welfare organization 
had all taken over major areas of women’s welfare, while the Labour Front 
and its ancillary organizations also ran a wide range of women’s leisure 
activities. At the same time, the limited resources available to Scholtz-Klink 
meant that her women’s organizations failed to achieve the ambitious aims 
she had set them: they did not reach far beyond the middle-class women who 
had provided the main constituency for the old women’s movement of the 
Weimar years, and housewives were resistant to being mobilized in the 
service of the nation in the ways that Scholtz-Klink intended. Husbands and 
children were spending increasing amounts of their time outside the home in 
Party-related activities, in camps, or at evening training sessions. German 
women, as one contributor to a remarkably critical collection of addresses 
from women to Hitler published in 1934 complained, were falling into a 


‘shadow of loneliness’ as a result.2© 


Moreover, government pronatalism meant in itself interference by the 
regime in the family, sexuality and childbirth, as pressures of all kinds were 
exerted on women to get married and have lots of children. The Nazi regime 


propagated the interests of large families by taking over the already-extant 
Reich League of Child-Rich Families, an organization that also became an 
instrument of racial engineering, since many socially disadvantaged large 
families were excluded from it, and the privileges it conferred, on the grounds 
that they were asocial or degenerate. For those that made the grade, with four 
or more children under the age of sixteen, there were many advantages, 
including priority in training, work for the father and better housing for the 
family as a whole, and single child supplements introduced in October 1935 
and averaging 390 Reichsmarks per family. By July 1937 400,000 such 
families had received them. 240,000 families also received ongoing family 
support, and one-off grants to the maximum of 1,000 Reichsmarks per child 
were made for the parents to buy household goods, bed-linen and so on. From 
April 1936 the government added a supplementary grant of 10 Reichsmarks a 
month for the fifth and each subsequent child in every family. In 1938 these 
benefits were extended from children aged sixteen and under to those under 
the age of twenty-one. Tax reforms introduced improved allowances for large 
families on a national basis, while local governments took their own steps by 
reducing gas, water and electricity charges, providing free Hitler Youth 
uniforms, subsidizing the costs of schooling, supplementing the wages of 
municipal employees with four or more children, or (as in Leipzig) publishing 
monthly ‘honour tables’ of large families. The costs of all these measures 
were borne by single people and childless couples and constituted a clear 
incentive to have more children, especially for the worse off: a poor family 
with three young offspring could improve its position dramatically by having 
a fourth. Yet there were limits, especially in housing, where the priority that 
was supposed to be given to large families counted for little in the face of a 
continued housing shortage. Landlords still preferred to let to single people or 
childless couples because they used less gas, water and electricity in a 
situation where there was a freeze on rents. State investment in new housing 
actually fell from one and a third billion marks in 1928 to a quarter of a 


billion in 1938.22 

Such problems were reflected in the fact that the decline in the percentage 
of marriages with four or more children continued unabated. Nearly half of all 
couples married in 1900-1904 had four or more children, but for those 
married in 1926-30 the proportion was only 20 per cent; in 1931-5 it fell 


further to 18 per cent, and in 1936-40 again to 13 per cent.28 The regime’s 
efforts counted for little in the face of a secular decline in family size that had 
begun decades before and was to continue long afterwards. The economic, 
social and cultural costs of having more than one or two children were simply 


too great for the Third Reich to counteract.22 Superficially, at least, it seemed 
to enjoy more success in reversing the associated long-term decline in the 
birth-rate that so concerned racial hygienists. From a low of 14.7 live births 
per thousand inhabitants in 1933 the birth-rate increased to 18.0 in 1934 and 
18.9 in 1935. It then levelled off at 19.0 in 1936 and 18.8 in 1937 before 


rising slightly again to 19.6 in 1938 and 20.4 in 1939.20 By the beginning of 
the 1940s a commentator could claim that an extra three million Germans had 


been born as a direct result of policies introduced by the Third Reich.2= Yet 
the leap in the number of marriages, by nearly a quarter between 1932 and 
1938, was mainly due to the economic recovery. People had been postponing 
getting married and having children because of the Depression: with well over 
a third of the working population unemployed, this was understandable 
enough. Even without the marriage loan scheme, therefore, a majority of the 
marriages and births that happened from 1934 onwards would have happened 
anyway. Other additional births reflected the greater difficulty women had in 
obtaining abortions after 1933; only relatively few could be ascribed directly 


to policies introduced by the Third Reich.22 


Ill 


Those policies impinged ever more closely on marriage and the family as 
time went on. In 1938, a new Marriage Law made it possible for a fertile 
husband or wife to file for divorce on grounds of ‘premature infertility’ or the 
refusal of the other partner to procreate. Three years’ separation and the 
irretrievable breakdown of a marriage were also introduced as grounds for 
divorce. In this way, completely disregarding the traditional Christian view of 
marriage as a divinely sanctified partnership for life, the Third Reich hoped to 
make it easier for people to marry for the purposes of having children. By 
1941 nearly 28,000 people had filed for divorce on the basis of breakdown 
and separation, while 3,838 divorces had been granted because of premature 
infertility and 1,771 because of refusal to procreate. These were not very 
impressive figures, and made only a small impact on the birth-rate, if they 
made any at all. Still, in a society where divorce was still something rather 
unusual and generally frowned-on, they made up a good fifth of all divorces. 
The Vatican duly registered its disapproval with the German Ambassador. It 


was disregarded.22 Potentially far more intrusive was the Law for the 
Protection of the Hereditary Health of the German People, promulgated on 18 
October 1935. This provided for the banning of a marriage where one of the 


engaged couple suffered from an inherited disease, or from a mental illness. 
As a consequence, anyone who wanted to get married would have to provide 
written proof that they qualified according to the Law. Local Health Offices 
would have been overwhelmed with requests for medical examinations had 
there been any question of implementing these requirements 
comprehensively. So in practice it was up to registry offices to demand an 
examination if they had any doubts about the fitness of the prospective 
marriage partners. Indeed some had already done so even before the Law had 
been passed. The demand for written proof was postponed indefinitely, and in 
the following years the Law was watered down by a series of amendments. 
None the less, it made it markedly more difficult for people to get married if 
they were classified as asocial or morally feeble-minded - diagnoses which 
had already disqualified them for the marriage loan scheme; in practice, those 
who fell foul of it were also likely to fall foul of the sterilization programme 


as well,24 

Finally, illegitimacy, a persistent stigma in socially and morally 
conservative circles, was wholly irrelevant to the Nazi view of childbirth. If 
the infant was racially pure and healthy, it did not matter at all whether its 
parents were legally married. The logical consequences of prioritizing 
breeding in this morally neutral way were carried to an extreme by Heinrich 
Himmler, who founded a series of maternity homes from 1936 under an SS- 
run association called the ‘Well of Life’ (Lebensborn). These were intended 
for racially approved unmarried mothers, who otherwise might not receive the 
facilities he thought they deserved: infant mortality rates amongst illegitimate 
children were notoriously far higher than the national average. But Himmler’s 
bizarre attempt to encourage his elite to breed a future master-race was not 
very successful: the homes were quickly used by prominent married couples 
in the SS and later in the Nazi Party more generally, because of their low 
charges, good facilities and (especially during the war) favourable rural 
locations. In peacetime, under half the mothers in the homes were unmarried, 
though this in itself was enough to attract criticism from Catholics and 
conservatives. Altogether, some 8,000 children were born in the homes, 
hardly sufficient to inaugurate a new master-race. Nor did he have much more 
luck with SS officers who actually were married. An investigation carried out 
in 1939 showed that the 115,690 married SS men had an average of only 1.1 
children each.22 

Beyond all this, the Nazis also went to considerable lengths to propagate 
and indeed enforce an image of women that expressed their intended function 
of becoming mothers for the Reich. Rejecting French fashions became a 


patriotic duty; eschewing make-up and lipstick, widely marketed by big 
American firms, advertised commitment to the Germanic race; giving up 
smoking became a badge of femininity, as well as improving the health of the 
potential mother and unborn child - a result of which Nazi medical experts 
were already convinced in the 1930s. Parents were encouraged to present 
their female offspring in pigtails and dirndls, especially if they were blonde. 
The German Fashion Institute put on shows of new German haute couture, 
fighting the international dominance of Paris fashion. All this was more than 
mere propaganda. The district leadership of the Party in Breslau, for instance, 
banned women from attending Party meetings if they ‘painted’ themselves 
with make-up. Notices were put up in cafés requesting women customers to 
refrain from smoking, while the police chief in Erfurt admonished citizens ‘to 
remind women they meet smoking on the streets of their duty as German 
wives and mothers’. There were reports of stormtroopers snatching cigarettes 
from the lips of women whom they saw smoking in public, or giving a 
dressing-down to women with plucked eyebrows and strongly coloured 
lipstick. Newspapers and journals polemicized on the one hand against the 
androgynous ‘new woman’ of the Weimar years, with her cropped hair and 
mannish clothing, and against the sexually seductive ‘vamp’ on the other, with 
her fashionable allure and permanently waved hair. Physical exercise was 
touted as the best way for women to achieve the healthy, glowing look that 


the future of the German race required,2® 

Yet here too the Nazis ultimately failed to get their way. It proved 
impossible to curb the cosmetics industry, which soon found new ways of 
making profits. Magazines were soon full of advice to German women on 
how to achieve a natural look by artificial means. Shampoo companies 
quickly marketed new products enabling women to achieve a much-desired 
head of blonde hair. German-Jewish clothing firms were Aryanized, and 
supposedly cosmopolitan Jewish fashion designers were excluded from the 
trade, but international fashion was too strong to resist. Women’s magazines 
continued to feature the look of Hollywood stars and to explain how they 
achieved it. Prominent women in Nazi high society scorned the attack on 
fashion: Magda Goebbels often appeared in public smoking through a 
cigarette-holder, Winifred Wagner went to opera galas dressed in Parisian 
silk, and even Hitler’s partner Eva Braun smoked when he was not around 
and made regular use of Elizabeth Arden cosmetics. The German Fashion 
Institute lacked the energy to make much of an impact, and the regime’s 
attempt to help the autarkic economy and boost national pride by encouraging 
women to wear home-spun clothes ran into increasing difficulty because of 
the cheapness of mass-produced, off-the-peg dresses made out of artificial 


fibres - another product of the drive to autarky. Anxious to counter the 
widespread perception abroad that German women were frumpish and dowdy, 
women’s magazines, under instructions from the Propaganda Ministry, tried 
to persuade them to be elegant in appearance, especially when foreign visitors 
were around. The dirndl did indeed make something of a comeback during the 
later 1930s, but often in forms so heavily modified in the direction of 
international fashion styles that it was hardly recognizable any more. German 
women could in the end no more be persuaded to present themselves merely 
as actual or potential mothers than they could be persuaded to behave as 


such.22 This was scarcely surprising, given the extent to which the Nazis 
undermined traditional distinctions between public and private, the home and 
the wider world. While government policy penetrated and politicized the 
domestic sphere, Party organizations took women and children out of the 
home and socialized them in camps, expeditions, and meetings. The result 
was a blurring of distinctions that made it impossible for women to conform 
to the domestic and maternal roles for which Nazi propaganda was attempting 
to fit them. In few areas, indeed, were the contradictions and irrationalities of 


the Third Reich more crass than this. 38 


How different was all this from the situation elsewhere in Europe? Almost 
all major European countries adopted policies to try and boost their birth-rate 
in the 1930s, since almost all governments were concerned about the potential 
effects of the declining birth-rate on future military effectiveness. Mussolini’s 
Italy and Stalin’s Russia both imposed restrictions on child limitation and 
offered rewards to fecund mothers, and pronatalist propaganda in France, 
where the decline in the birth-rate had been particularly severe over a very 
long time, almost reached fever-pitch in the interwar years. Fascist Italy also 
saw an attack on women’s work and an attempt to reduce women to the status 
of childbearers and childrearers, and in Soviet Russia the relatively liberal 
sexual atmosphere of the 1920s gave way under Stalin to a much more 
prudish and repressive regime. Everywhere, autonomous feminist movements 
declined, lost support or were crushed by authoritarian governments. Yet at 
the same time there were differences too. The power of the Catholic Church 
in Italy meant that Mussolini could not include the kind of amoral racial 
engineering that was the cornerstone of population policy in Nazi Germany. 
In Russia, while there may have been racist undertones to Moscow’s policies 
towards other nationalities in the Soviet empire, racism was not a central part 
of the regime’s ideology and there was no equivalent to the Nazi sterilization, 
marriage or race legislation. Moreover, while Soviet Russia frowned on 
make-up and high fashion, it was largely because these were ‘bourgeois’ and 


detracted from women’s role as workers, which - unlike in Nazi Germany - 
was assiduously propagated through posters featuring female tractor-drivers 
and steel-workers. Aside from all this, too, in Nazi Germany, marriage and 
population policy, like almost every other social policy, had a negative as well 
as a positive impact and further disadvantaged those racial and other 
minorities who did not conform to the Third Reich’s image of the new Aryan 


human being.22 And there were many of these. 


IV 


One particular group which the Third Reich considered a danger on racial 
grounds were the so-called Gypsies, of whom some 26,000 were living in 


Germany in the early 1930s.42 These consisted of extended family groups 


that assigned themselves to one or other of a variety of larger tribes - the 
Romanies, the Sinti, the Lalleri - and lived a nomadic lifestyle. They had 
arrived in Central Europe in the late fifteenth century, some thought via Egypt 
(hence the English word ‘Gypsy’); in fact they originally hailed from India. 
Dark-skinned, speaking a different language, living largely apart from the rest 
of German society and relying on itinerant trades of one sort and another, they 
had attracted social stigma and harsh repressive legislation as territorial states 
emerged in the period of social and political consolidation following the end 
of the Thirty Years’ War in 1648. Early nineteenth-century Romantics had 
idealized them as both primitive and exotic, the repository of occult 
knowledge such as fortune-telling. But with the emergence of criminal 
biology towards the end of the century, legislators and administrators had 
begun to assign them once more to the criminal classes. Gypsies were 
increasingly subjected to petty police harassment because of their refusal to 
conform to the modern ideal of the citizen - attending school, paying taxes, 
registering a domicile - and their disregard for conventional notions of private 
property, work, regularity, sanitation and the like. Contraventions of the 
increasingly close net of regulations that bound society in these and other 
areas meant that the majority of Gypsies had criminal records, which simply 
confirmed law enforcement agencies in their view that they were hereditarily 
disposed to criminality. In 1926, the Bavarian government passed a 
particularly severe law against Gypsies, coupling them with travellers and the 
work-shy, and founded a Central Office to collect information on them 
systematically. Ten years later it had compiled an index of nearly 20,000 


files 41 


The coming of the Third Reich did not at first mean major changes for 


German Gypsies, except insofar as they fell into other categories of people 
targeted by the regime, such as criminal, asocial or work-shy. A number of 
regional and local authorities stepped up their harassment of itinerants, 
raiding their camps, moving them on from their resting-places and arresting 
those thought to be engaged in activities such as begging. On 6 June 1936 
these efforts were co-ordinated in a decree issued by the Reich Interior 
Ministry, and a number of cities began to set up special camps for Gypsies, on 
the lines of one started in Frankfurt am Main. These were not exactly 
concentration camps, since the Gypsies were at least nominally entitled to 
come and go as they wished, and there was no attempt to impose discipline or 
inflict punishments. However, conditions were often very poor: the camp in 
the Berlin suburb of Marzahn, which held 600 Gypsies who were forcibly 
removed from the city in July 1936, had only two latrines, three sources of 
water, no electricity and too few barracks for those who did not have 
caravans. Disease was rife, and in March 1939 some 40 per cent of the 
inmates were said to have scabies. Brutal guards set their dogs on inmates 
who refused to obey orders. By this time there were well over 800 inmates, 
and the camp had its own school. Nevertheless, the majority of Gypsies 
continued to live in society, particularly since there was a high intermarriage 
rate with Germans, and many of them rented their own rooms or apartments 


rather than pursuing their traditionally nomadic lifestyle.42 

As part of the intensified crime prevention measures he undertook in 1938, 
Himmler moved the Bavarian Central Office for Gypsy Affairs to Berlin and 
turned it into a Reich authority. His police round-ups of the supposedly work- 
shy netted a substantial number of Gypsies, but they were still not specifically 
targeted on racial grounds. It was only on 8 December 1938 that Himmler 
issued a decree on the Gypsies as such, although it had been in preparation for 
several months. The decree consolidated existing measures and centralized 
them under the control of the Criminal Police in Berlin. It ordered all Gypsies 
and itinerants to be registered and to undergo racial-biological examination. 
The resulting identity card would state whether the holder was a Gypsy, a 
mixed-race Gypsy, or a non-Gypsy itinerant; only on presentation of the card 
could the holder obtain a job, a driving licence, benefits and so on. The 
registration was carried out on the basis of police records and with the 
assistance of a special research institute set up in the Reich Health Office in 
1936 under the leadership of Dr Robert Ritter, a young physician who quickly 
became the government’s favoured special adviser on the Gypsies. Born in 
1901, Ritter was a criminal biologist who organized a team of researchers to 
visit Gypsy camps, measure and register the inhabitants, and take blood tests: 
those who refused to co-operate were threatened with consignment to a 


concentration camp. Ritter and his team combed parish records, assimilated 
the files of the Munich Central Office for Gypsy Affairs and compiled an 
index of over 20,000 people. Soon, Ritter boasted, he would have complete 


records on every Gypsy or part-Gypsy in Germany.43 


Ritter argued that Gypsies were a primitive, inferior race who were 
constitutionally unable to pursue a normal lifestyle. Pure Gypsies posed no 
threat to society, therefore, and should be allowed to make their living in their 
traditionally nomadic way. There were, however, he warned, very few of them 
left. The vast majority of so-called Gypsies had intermarried with Germans 
living in the slums where they had found a home, and so had created a 
dangerous substratum of criminals and layabouts. Thus he arbitrarily reversed 
the Nazi dogma of antisemitism, according to which pure Jews were more of 
a threat to Germany than part-Jews. Such theories provided a pseudo- 
scientific justification for the police measures now undertaken by Himmler. 
They enjoyed widespread support amongst social workers, criminologists, 
police authorities, municipalities and ordinary German citizens. The decree of 
8 December 1938 banned Gypsies from travelling in ‘hordes’ (groups of 
several families), ordered the expulsion of foreign Gypsies and gave the 
police power to arrest itinerants classified as asocial. It applied already 
existing racial legislation to Gypsies, who now had to provide a certificate of 
suitability before being allowed to marry. This was unlikely to be granted. In 
March 1939 Himmler ordered that racial mixing between Gypsies and 
Germans was to be prevented in future. Every regional office of the Criminal 
Police was to set up a special office dealing with Gypsies. It was to ensure 
that once Gypsies had undergone racial examination, they were to be issued 
with special identity cards, coloured brown for pure Gypsies, brown with a 
blue strip for mixed-race Gypsies and grey for non-Gypsy itinerants. By the 
time the war broke out, Himmler had gone a long way down the road to 
preparing what he called in his decree of 8 December 1938 ‘the final solution 


of the Gypsy question’ .44 


V 


While the regime approached the ‘Gypsy question’ gradually, and initially at 
least on the basis of existing police practices that were only partially racist in 
character, and not much different to those enforced in other European 
countries, the same could not be said of its dealings with another, much 
smaller minority in German society, the so-called ‘Rhineland bastards’. The 
term itself was a polemical piece of nationalist terminology, referring to black 


or mixed-race Germans who, it was almost universally believed, were the 
result of the rape of German women by French African colonial troops during 
the occupation of the Rhineland after 1919 and above all the Ruhr in 1923. 
There had in fact been very few rapes; most of the children were the offspring 
of consensual unions, and there were, according to a later census, no more 
than five or six hundred of them; other African-Germans, though often 
regarded as the product of the French occupation, were the children of 
German settlers and African women in the colonial period before 1918 or in 
the years afterwards, when many Germans returned from the former colonies 
such as Cameroon or Tanganyika (the mainland part of present-day Tanzania). 
Such had been the nationwide publicity given to the allegations of rape, 
however, that they remained in the public eye throughout the 1920s. African- 
Germans were regarded by nationalists as the living embodiment of 


Germany’s shame.42 


Already in 1927, proposals were circulating in the Bavarian Ministry of the 
Interior for their forcible sterilization, lest African characteristics should enter 
the German bloodstream, and these were revived almost as soon as the Nazis 
came to power, when Goring ordered the collection of information on the 
children, many of whom were now in their teens. Investigations of some of 
them by racial experts had reported, predictably enough, that they were 
inferior in every respect. But the legal basis for dealing with them on the 
grounds provided for in the sterilization law of 1933 was still extremely 
dubious, so after lengthy deliberations within the bureaucracy, it was decided 
in 1937, almost certainly with Hitler’s explicit backing, that the children 
should be sterilized on the basis of the Leader’s authority alone. A special 
commission was set up within the Gestapo, staffed with racial hygienists and 
anthropologists; branches were opened in the Rhineland; the young people in 
question were located and examined; and the sterilization programme, 
organized in secret by Ernst Riidin, Fritz Lenz and Walter Gross, among 


others, went ahead.4© 

How it impinged on the individuals most directly affected can be seen in the 
case of what the Gestapo filed as ‘number 357’, a boy born in 1920 to a 
consensual union between a German mother and a French colonial soldier 
from Madagascar, who willingly acknowledged his paternity, confirmed by 
the mother. A medical-anthropological examination conducted in 1935 
concluded that the boy’s facial features were un-German and probably 
negroid. By the time the sterilization policy had been decided on, he had 
begun work on a Rhine barge; the Gestapo tracked him down and he was 
arrested at midnight on 29 June 1937. Purely on the basis of the earlier 


confirmation of his paternity by the mother, and the medical examination of 
1935, the branch commission in Cologne ordered that he should be sterilized; 
his mother, who had in the meantime married a German, gave her approval, as 
did her husband, and the boy was subjected to a vasectomy in the Evangelical 
Hospital in Cologne on 30 June, the day after his arrest. He was discharged on 
12 July and went back to his job. Legally German, he was given no 
opportunity to protest or appeal against the decision because he was a minor, 
and it is more than likely that his parents had given their consent only under 
considerable pressure from the Gestapo. Many of those sterilized were 
younger. Girls as young as twelve were forced to undergo tubal ligation. It is 
questionable whether many of them really knew what they were being 
subjected to, or why, or what the eventual consequences for their lives would 
be. The actual number of those treated in this way is not known but was 
probably in the region of 500. After this, however, nothing much more 
happened to them, unless they fell foul of the regime for some other reason. A 
substantial number of African-Germans, indeed, managed to make a living for 
themselves in circuses and fairgrounds, or as extras in German movies set in 
the African colonies. The effects of their sterilization, physical and 


psychological, would remain with them for the rest of their lives.42 


VI 


At the same time as they pursued these racial minorities, the Nazis also 
launched an increasingly intensive persecution of a much larger group of 
Germans. Homosexual behaviour among men, though not among women, had 
long been outlawed in Germany, as in most other European countries. 
Paragraph 175 of the Reich Criminal Code prescribed imprisonment for any 
man who indulged in ‘activity similar to sexual intercourse’ with another man. 
In other words, to secure a conviction it was necessary to show that 
penetration had occurred. This restrictive definition was difficult to prove and 
allowed many other kinds of homosexual sex to exist unpunished. 
Homosexual culture flourished in the free-and-easy atmosphere of Berlin and 
one or two other great cities in the Weimar Republic, so much so that it 
formed something of a magnet for homosexuals from other, more repressive 
countries, the most famous of them being, perhaps, the British writer 
Christopher Isherwood. Still, on coming to power, the Nazis were not really 
doing much more than enforcing the law when they raided well-known 
homosexual bars and meeting-places in Berlin and clamped down on the 
movement to abolish Paragraph 175, though the violence that accompanied 


these actions could certainly not be justified by any existing legal code.48 

For the Nazis, homosexuals were degenerate, effeminate and perverted: they 
were undermining the strength of the Aryan race by refusing to have children, 
and they were subverting the masculine idea which so much of Nazi politics 
propagated. For Heinrich Himmler, whose narrow-minded bourgeois 
upbringing had imbued him with more than the usual social prejudices in this 
area, homosexuality was a ‘symptom of dying races’; it caused ‘every 
achievement, every attempt to achieve things in a state, to collapse’. There 
were millions of homosexuals in the Weimar Republic, he told SS officers in 
1937, so it was no wonder that it was weak, chaotic and incapable of restoring 
Germany to its proper place in the world. Himmler’s pathological fear of 
homosexuality derived further strength from his belief that only tightly knit 
groups of Aryan men were fit to rule Germany and the world. Bound by close 
ties of comradeship, living together in barracks and camps, and spending most 
of their time in their own company rather than that of the opposite sex, they 
could all too easily fall prey to sexual urges from each other, as 
homoeroticism crossed the fatal boundary into homosexuality. Himmler was 
not only inclined to lecture the SS on the dangers of male homosexuality, he 
also wanted to impose the severest sanctions on any officer or man found 


guilty of indulging in it, all the way up to the death penalty.42 


By contrast, the Nazis paid little attention to female homosexuality. In 
Germany, as in most other European countries, it was not against the law, and 
no reference was made to it in the Criminal Code. None the less, in Nazi 
Germany lesbians were still likely to be arrested and placed in concentration 
camps if they overstepped the mark in the eyes of the authorities. 
Prosecutions were brought before the courts under Paragraph 176 of the 
Criminal Code, which outlawed the sexual exploitation of subordinates by 
superiors in organizations like the Hitler Youth and the League of German 
Girls. In addition, because of their unconventional lifestyle and frequent 
refusal to undertake what the regime regarded as women’s principal natural 
obligation to the race, namely to have children, lesbians were also in some 
cases Classified as asocial. Marrying gay men as a cover (for both partners), 
an increasingly common practice in these circles after 1933, did not 
necessarily help, since the fact that such couples rarely had children also 
attracted the hostile scrutiny of the authorities. Lesbian clubs and bars were 
closed down by the police in 1933 and it was clear there was no chance of 
their being revived. Yet on the whole there was no systematic persecution of 
lesbians like there was of homosexual men. Lesbian society continued to 
function, especially in big cities like Berlin, though behind closed doors. 


Given the Nazi view of women as essentially passive and subordinate, it was 


not really seen as much of a threat.20 

Male homosexuality on the other hand received a great deal of alarmed 
attention, and not just from the obsessive Heinrich Himmler. SS publications 
sometimes echoed Himmler’s view that what was needed was the ‘eradication 
of the degenerate for the purposes of maintaining the purity of the race’. But 
this had its limits. Medical and scientific opinion certainly treated 
homosexuality as a perversion. Yet as with other kinds of deviance, it tended 
to distinguish between a hard core of incorrigibles, which Himmler himself 
reckoned at about 2 per cent of the general homosexual population, or some 
40,000 men, and the rest, who could be cured of their perversion by re- 
education. Since this was in his view best carried out in concentration camps, 
it was bound to consist mainly of harsh punishments, conceived of as a 
deterrent to further homosexual activity, a position not very different from 
that taken by the courts. And it was to the courts that Himmler initially had to 
leave the subject; for in 1933 the SS was still a relatively small organization, 
almost completely overshadowed by the far larger and very different SA. Led 
by Ernst R6hm, whose homosexuality was an open secret, the brownshirts 
took no action at all against homosexuals within their own ranks. Not only 
Rohm’s enemies, the Social Democrats, but also his rivals within the Nazi 
movement itself brought up his homosexuality, and that of some other leading 
brownshirts, as an issue on a number of occasions, notably on R6hm’s recall 
to the leadership of the stormtroopers at the beginning of 1931. Yet Hitler 
dismissed such concerns. The SA was, he said, ‘not a moral institution for the 
education of nice young girls, but a band of rough fighters’. The private life 
of its leaders and members was their own concern unless it ‘seriously 
contravened the basic tenets of National Socialism’. Meanwhile, anyone who 
attacked R6hm and his comrades for their sexuality would be expelled from 
the movement. This did not stop debate, either within the Party or without, 
over R6hm’s sexuality. But as long as Hitler considered the SA chief 


indispensable, it had no practical effect 24 

All this changed dramatically on 30 June 1934 when Hitler struck at the SA 
leadership and used the homosexuality of R6hm and other figures murdered 
on his orders, notably Edmund Heines, to gain understanding for his actions. 
This gave Himmler his chance. Addressing leading members of the SS, he 
claimed that R6hm had intended to establish a homosexual dictatorship and 
bring the country to ruin, a view also expressed by Alfred Rosenberg. 
Homosexuality would now lead to immediate exclusion from the movement. 
A wave of homophobia swept across the Nazi Party and its affiliated 


organizations. Police forces all over Germany carried out a fresh series of 
raids on homosexuals and their meeting-places. Forty-eight men with 
previous convictions for pederasty were rearrested and sent to the 
concentration camp at Dachau. In December 1934, 2,000 men were reported 
to have been arrested in a series of police raids on homosexual bars and clubs. 
A new department was created within the Gestapo after the R6hm action, and 
given the task of compiling a card-index of homosexuals, above all within the 
Party. Here was another area where unsolicited denunciations began to play a 
role, since the behaviour in question mostly took place in private, behind 
closed doors. By the middle of 1935 a whole series of prosecutions of Hitler 
Youth leaders under Paragraph 175 was under way. Dozens of them were 
hauled off secretly to Gestapo headquarters in Berlin for interrogation. Once 
confessions had been extracted, a good number of them were sent to 
concentration camps for an indefinite period of time. Himmler also used the 
new climate to get rid of awkward opponents, such as the Silesian Regional 
Party Leader Helmut Brickner, who had complained of the numerous 
murders carried out by the SS officer Udo von Woyrsch in his area in the 
course of the R6hm purge. Himmler managed to get Briickner arrested for 
gross indecency with an army officer, sacked from his office and sentenced to 
eighteen months’ imprisonment. Briickner’s protestations that nobody had 
bothered about his bisexuality at the time he had had the relationship, before 


30 June 1934, went unheard.22 

Brtickner was sentenced, as had become all too common in the legal 
practice of the Third Reich, retroactively, under a new Law passed on 28 June 
1935. It amended Paragraph 175, providing harsher punishments for 
homosexual behaviour and redefining the latter in far vaguer terms than 
before, as an ‘unnatural sexual act’ (Unzucht). The requirement to prove that 
penetration had taken place was dropped. In February 1937, Himmler devoted 
a lengthy speech to the subject, telling SS leaders that any homosexuals found 
in the organization would henceforth be arrested, tried and sentenced, sent on 
their release to a concentration camp and there ‘shot while trying to 


escape’.22 Police forces all over Germany received fresh instructions on how 


to recruit informers in places frequented by homosexuals, while efforts to 
compile dossiers on all possible suspects were redoubled. It was not 
surprising that convictions under the Criminal Code now rocketed. In the 
years 1933 to 1935, nearly 4,000 men were convicted under Paragraph 175 in 
its unamended and amended forms; in the years 1936 to 1938, however, the 
number reached more than 22,000. The raids and arrests were co-ordinated 
from 1 October 1936 by a new Reich Central Office for the Combating of 


Homosexuality and Abortion, building on the Gestapo department created to 
deal with the same area in the wake of the R6hm purge, which gave fresh 
impetus to the wave of persecutions. 

Altogether under the Third Reich, no fewer than 50,000 men were arrested 
under Paragraph 175, nearly half of them in 1937-9; some two-thirds of them 
were convicted and sent to prison. These figures need to be seen in the 
perspective of the general criminalization of homosexuality in advanced 
industrial societies until the last third or quarter of the twentieth century, 
however. They appear less striking when compared with the fact that nearly 
100,000 men were tried for violations of Paragraph 175 of the Criminal Code 
in West Germany in the twelve years from 1953 to 1965, of whom roughly a 


half were convicted.24 It was not until Paragraph 175 was amended in 1959 
and again in 1965 that homosexual acts between consenting adult males in 
private were effectively legalized in West Germany; the fact that homosexuals 
imprisoned during the Third Reich were condemned by the regular courts 
under a regular paragraph of the Criminal Code has since then proved a major 


obstacle to their receiving recognition of their sufferings.22 These figures 
were also far from exceptional by international standards, though the peak of 
prosecutions in 1937-9 perhaps was. In Britain, gross indecency between 
adult males had been punishable since the nineteenth century by two years’ 
imprisonment; in this sense, the 1935 German amendment to Paragraph 175 
was doing little more than catching up with the legal position across the North 
Sea. In the early 1950s around 1,000 cases of sodomy and bestiality were 
filed by the police in England and Wales every year, and 2,500 cases of gross 
indecency. These figures marked a dramatic increase over the statistics for the 
1930s, when there had been fewer than 500 a cases a year of both offences 
combined - a jump largely attributable to the appointment of rabidly 


homophobic senior law enforcement officials in the intervening years.2© 


Yet even at this stage there was still at least one major difference between 
Nazi Germany and other modern states in the persecution of gay men. For on 
their release from prison, a substantial minority of offenders against the 
German Law were immediately rearrested by the Gestapo or the SS and taken 
Straight to a concentration camp, a practice that became markedly more 
common from 1937 onwards. Altogether between 5,000 and 15,000 
homosexuals were imprisoned in the camps over the whole period from 1933 


to 1945.24 Here they were distinguished by a pink triangle sewn onto their 
camp uniform, identifying them as homosexuals in contrast to political 
prisoners (red), asocials (black), criminals (green) and so on. Homosexuals 
were well down the hierarchy of prisoners, subjected to brutal and 


contemptuous treatment by the guards, their life-span significantly shorter 
than that of most other categories. One investigation has reached the 
conclusion that their death-rate in the camps was around 50 per cent over the 
whole period of the Third Reich, compared to about 40 per cent for politicals 
and 35 per cent for Jehovah’s Witnesses. That would put the total number 


who died in the camps at between 2,500 and 7,500 all told.28 There was no 
parallel to this deliberately murderous policy in other countries, however 
severe discrimination may have been, or however free homophobes were to 
beat up homosexuals without fear of reprisal. 

For those who escaped death, the alternative was sometimes hardly more 
palatable. A significant number of homosexuals were also subject to 
‘voluntary’ castration to ‘cure’ them of their ‘degeneracy’. The legally 
dubious nature of this procedure did not prevent pressure being brought on 
inmates of prisons and concentration camps to have themselves castrated. 
Homosexuals in state prisons were sometimes told that they would be handed 
over to the Gestapo on their release if they refused consent, or put in security 
confinement. Some 174 men were ‘voluntarily’ castrated in state penal 
institutions as a result up to 1939. The number castrated in the camps is likely 


to have been considerably higher and probably exceeded 2,000.22 The scale 
of these operations put those carried out in other countries into the shade, and 
compulsory castration was in any case only carried out in Finland and a few 
states in the USA. In addition, the German Habitual Criminals Law of 24 
November 1933 allowed sex offenders of all kinds to be castrated, even 
against their will, as advocated by leading criminologists and penal experts. 
Two serious sex offences were needed for this, and up to the end of 1939 just 


over 2,000 men had been subjected to this punishment.22 They included not 
only rapists and paedophiles, but also a large number of exhibitionists, who 
may have been offensive and irritating to the public but posed little direct 
physical threat to anyone. Many first-time offenders were castrated 
immediately and given no chance to mend their ways. The physical after- 
effects of the operation included constant pain, loss of body hair and growth 
of breasts, tiredness and obesity. To add to all this, the operation did not 
necessarily eliminate sexual desire. Homosexuals were not formally allowed 
to be castrated against their will, but for a good number of them there was in 
effect very little choice: the alternative to castration was _ perpetual 


confinement and probable death in a concentration camp.£4 The persecution 


of homosexuals under the Third Reich probably only directly affected a 
fraction of Germany’s gay men; but the knowledge of what might happen to 
them if they were denounced, arrested and convicted must have struck fear 


into them all,02 


THE NUREMBERG LAWS 


Discrimination against minorities such as homosexuals, Gypsies, asocials, the 
mentally ill or handicapped or African-Germans was designed in the first 
place to purify the German race and render it fit for a war of world conquest. 
German society was to be rid in the long term of its social ballast, of 
categories of people who would not or could not play their part in working 
towards war, through joining the armed forces, toiling away in armaments 
factories or toughening themselves up for the coming conflict. Seen in this 
light, they were burdens on Germany’s state and society that posed a long- 
term threat to the future. Removing them by imprisoning them, and, just as 
crucially, taking them out of the chain of heredity, would eventually save the 
nation money, therefore, by reducing the numbers of unproductive people 
who, as the Nazis saw it, had to be supported by all the rest. One minority in 
German society, however, appeared to the Nazis as something entirely 
different: not a tiresome burden, but a vast threat, not merely idle, or inferior, 
or degenerate - although Nazi ideology held them to be all these things too - 
but actively subversive, engaged in a massive conspiracy to undermine and 
destroy everything German, a conspiracy moreover that was not just 
organized from within the country, but operated on a worldwide basis. This 
minority, no more than 1 per cent of the population, was the Jewish 


community in Germany.22 


Antisemitism was intimately connected with other aspects of Nazi racial 
policy. The Law for the Prevention of Hereditarily Diseased Offspring was 
originally conceived as part of a package that included laws removing 
citizenship from the Jews and banning marriage and sexual relations with 
Aryans. These latter laws were temporarily withdrawn, however, mainly 
because of the bad effect it was thought that they would have had on public 
opinion abroad. In the early years of the regime, the state’s eugenic policies 
against minorities such as the asocials, criminals, gypsies and homosexuals 
were a good deal more radical than they were against the Jews. When Jews 
fell into one or other of these groups, of course, they were more harshly 
treated than most; yet the general policy of the regime to Germany’s Jewish 
minority did not include sterilization or castration solely and simply because 
the person in question was Jewish. Such policies, however, demonstrated to 
the Nazis how much they could get away with, and inured them to state- 


sponsored violence against the body on a systematic scale. It was an 
experience that was to prove useful to them as their antisemitic actions began 
to become more radical with time. In the meantime, however, the contrast was 
clear enough. After the promulgation of the Law of 7 April 1933 banning 
Jews from occupying posts in the civil service, the universities, the teaching 
profession, the judiciary and other state-funded institutions, the government 
put a brake on antisemitic violence for a while. As we have seen, it was 
concerned to dampen down the violent activism of the brownshirts. It was 
worried about the effects of antisemitic actions on the fragile economic 
recovery. It was apprehensive about the economic and _ diplomatic 
consequences that the law and the preceding, government-sponsored boycott 
of Jewish shops were bringing in the reaction of foreign states and foreign 
businesses. Finally, it was anxious to placate its increasingly restive 
conservative partners, who - for example - had insisted, in the person of Reich 
President Hindenburg, on exempting former front-line soldiers from the 


law.&4 


It took some time for the effects of the law of 7 April 1933 to work their 
way through the institutions, but by the end of 1933 the purge was for the 
moment more or less complete. The cooling-down of the leadership’s ardour 
was not welcome to many Party activists, least of all within the paramilitary 
Storm Divisions, who organized repeated local boycotts of Jewish businesses 
during this period, reaching renewed and often violent heights in the spring of 
1934. The stormtroopers’ activism was muted for a while following the purge 
of 30 June 1934, but by the Christmas period at the end of the year, boycott 
actions were in full swing again. Moreover, local Party organizations also 
pushed forward the economic marginalization of Jewish businesses in other 
ways too, as we have seen, and in this area they were encouraged by the Party 


leadership as well. 85 Th the spring and summer of 1935, however, antisemitic 
violence broke out afresh in many parts of the country. Antisemitic 
propaganda became more widespread than ever. The circulation of the 
sensationalist antisemitic paper The Stormer soared in 1935 when its editor, 
Julius Streicher, the Party Regional Leader of Franconia, secured a contract 
with the Labour Front for copies to be placed in every factory and workplace 
in the land. From now on, the paper was omnipresent and inescapable. The 
deal made Streicher into a millionaire: the paper had always been his personal 


property rather than the organ of the Nazi-owned Eher Publishing House. 2& 


More immediately, its new-found wealth and power enabled it to advertise 
more widely than before, with posters seemingly on every street corner. Other 
Regional Leaders besides Streicher held public meetings and gave speeches to 


harangue people, and especially Party members, about the evils of the Jew. 
Behind all this were more general ideological influences, ranging from 
increased sales of Hitler’s My Struggle to frequent attacks on the Jews in the 
Party press. Many local groups took all this as giving the green light to go on 


the offensive once more.22 


The reasons for this recrudescence of attacks on Germany’s Jews by Party 
groups and stormtroopers in 1935 lay above all in the growing unpopularity 
of the regime. As we have seen, whatever public euphoria had accompanied 
the Nazis’ establishment of the Third Reich in 1933 wore off in the course of 
1934, and the brief fillip given the regime by Hitler’s decisive action in 
crushing R6hm’s supposed putsch attempt at the end of June 1934 had 
dissipated by the end of the year. During the first months of 1935, Gestapo, 
Security Service and other agents reported a sharp increase in popular 
discontent, as material conditions remained miserable, real levels of 
unemployment stayed high, prices of food and other basic necessities rose 
sharply, and people became wearied of the regime’s constant demands for 
acclamation, support and money. Rumours and jokes about the corruption of 
local and regional Nazi bosses multiplied, and all the efforts of the 
Propaganda Ministry to generate positive popular enthusiasm for the Third 


Reich seemed to have failed.©8 Within the Nazi movement itself, too, the 
crushing of any remaining hopes for a ‘second revolution’ in June-July 1934 
had created a good deal of bitterness. The desire for violent action, ingrained 
in many parts of the SA, needed a fresh outlet. How could the brownshirts 
justify their existence, either to themselves or to the Party, except by violent 
action? That after all was what they had been created for. But the desire to 
resume a policy of struggle was not confined to disgruntled stormtroopers. 
The Nazi Party more generally was well aware of the fact that it had not only 
failed to sustain the enthusiasm of the broader public but was actually losing 
what support it had ever enjoyed amongst it. Action was needed. 

Not only the Nazi Party but also significant parts of the state and civil 
service had wanted since the middle of 1933 to introduce measures banning 
marriage and sexual relations between Jews and non-Jews, creating a special 
category of citizenship for Jews, and accelerating the removal of the Jews 
from economic life. Point 4 of the Nazi Party programme stated 
unequivocally that in the Third Reich, Jews were not to be citizens, and a 
number of Hitler’s early meetings, not to mention My Struggle, had made it 
clear that he was viscerally intolerant of sexual relations between Aryans and 
Jews. Acting on this principle, the Party’s Reichstag delegation had already 
unsuccessfully tried to pass a bill to outlaw racial miscegenation in March 


1930, with sanctions up to and including the death penalty. Such provisions 
would also have the effect of extending the Party’s sphere of influence still 
further, into the most intimate areas of private life. A new citizenship law 
would, moreover, not just give rights as an automatic consequence of racial 
identity, but would also apply political criteria, with refractory elements 
denied civil rights too. Driving the Jews out of economic life would placate 
the Party’s many lower-middle-class supporters and give them much-desired 
opportunities to improve their own situation. A fresh campaign of antisemitic 
propaganda, terror and legislation would divert popular hostility to the 
regime, it was thought, by putting the blame for the people’s miserable 


situation firmly onto the J ews. 09 


The antisemitic actions carried out in the spring and summer of 1935 took 
many forms. In May there were, as we have seen, numerous boycotts of 
Jewish shops organized by stormtroopers and SS men, often accompanied by 
violence. It was also at about this time that antisemitic street signs were put 
up by the roadside on the boundaries of many towns and villages. These were 
not new in principle, for many had already been erected in Julius Streicher’s 
fiefdom of Franconia, but they were erected in many more places in the 
spring and summer of 1935, including in southern Bavaria. The commonest 
slogan painted on them was ‘Jews are not wanted here’, but some essayed 
ironic understatement (‘Our demand for Jews has been sufficiently supplied’), 
uttered threats (‘Jews enter this locality at their own peril!’) or tried an appeal 


to religious sentiment (“The Jew’s Father is the Devil’).22 In a number of 
municipalities, including Weimar, local authorities banned Jews from going to 
the cinema; in Magdeburg all the trams acquired signs placed over the entry 
doors bearing the words ‘Jews not wanted!’ The same town also stopped Jews 
from using the city library. Inns and restaurants in Stralsund and other places 
closed their doors to Jewish customers. Swimming pools and public baths, 
reported a Social Democratic agent in August, were barred to Jews ‘in 
innumerable communities’. Jewish cemeteries and synagogues were 
desecrated. Non-Jews who had relationships with Jews were publicly paraded 
as ‘race defilers’ and frequently had to be taken into custody by the Gestapo, 
for once in truth for their own protection. The atmosphere on the streets of 
many towns in the Rhineland, Westphalia, Hesse, Pomerania and East Prussia 
was so threatening that many Jewish inhabitants scarcely dared leave their 


houses any more.Z1 


Actions such as these were encouraged not only by the general atmosphere 
of antisemitism but also explicitly by leading figures in the Party. ‘Some 
people think’, Goebbels told a rally of the Berlin Region of the Nazi Party on 


30 June 1935, ‘that we haven’t noticed how the Jews are trying once again to 
spread themselves over all our streets. The Jews ought please to observe the 
laws of hospitality and not behave as if they were the same as us.’ Reporting 
on 15 July that an antisemitic film had been jeered at by ‘troops of Jewish 
trouble-makers’ on its first performance three days previously, Goebbels’s 
Berlin Party paper The Attack urged Party members to take violent action: the 
Jews, it declared, must ‘ever and again feel the flat of our hand’. In fact, the 
Jewish ‘demonstration’, whether real or invented, was the excuse by which 
Goebbels sought to justify the antisemitic violence that now inevitably 
followed, with Party activists beating up Jews on the main shopping street, 
the Kurftirstendamm, or pursuing them into nearby pubs and bars and 
physically attacking them. This incident in turn sparked a fresh wave of 
violent boycott actions in other parts of the country. 

Goebbels was not the only Nazi leader who whipped up his followers in this 
way. On 30 August 1935, Julius Streicher held a rally in Hamburg. The day 
before, two lorryloads of stormtroopers drove through streets known to be 
inhabited by Jews, throwing blazing torches onto the road with chants of ‘Let 
the Jews perish!’ Party comrades were told that attendance at the rally was 
compulsory; a massive advertising campaign offered tickets at 10 
Reichsmarks apiece to the unemployed. Twenty thousand people attended, 
many of them in SA, SS, Hitler Youth, Labour Service or other uniforms, 
strategically placed in the audience to lead the applause at preordained points 
in Streicher’s speech. Working his voice up to a deafening bellow, Streicher 
inveighed against foreign correspondents who criticized Nazi antisemitism. ‘I 
say here’, he shouted, ‘that we do what we want with the Jews in Germany!’ 
As his speech went on, so a listener reporting secretly to the exiled Social 
Democrats in Prague observed, he became more and more obscene, not only 
declaring that hundreds of German women had been raped by Jews, but also 
giving graphic details of these supposed crimes. When one girl gave birth to a 
baby nine months after marrying a Jew, he went on, ‘what lay there in the 
crib, comrades?! A little ape!’ Some of the listeners walked out at this; others, 
drafted in from the Labour Service, had apparently long since fallen asleep. 
Nevertheless, although ordinary people in the audience seem to have been 
either indifferent or repelled, such rantings must have had an effect on the 
committed Nazis amongst them; and they were repeated, if in less extreme 
form, by other Nazi leaders across the country. Most local and regional Party 
leaders took Streicher’s insistence that antisemitic actions should be legal and 
non-violent as nothing more than an attempt to assuage public opinion at 


home and abroad.Z2 


Il 


Neither this wave of terroristic actions nor the accompanying campaign 
against the Catholic Church had the desired revitalizing effect on public 
support for the regime. Indeed, the coincidence of these campaigns caused 
many Catholics to sympathize with the Jews and to feel, as the Gestapo in 
Minster reported, ‘that the measures taken against the Jews are going too far’. 
They were in any case hostile to the idea that race rather than religion should 
be the guiding principle of social action. Boycotts and, still more, violence, 
inspired ‘rejection rather than approval’ in the wider population, as another 
Gestapo agency reported. In Mannheim-Neckarau shoppers even engaged in 
fisticuffs with stormtroopers who tried to stop them from patronizing Jewish 
retailers. The middle classes were particularly upset at such open disorder on 
the streets and feared its impact on foreign opinion. Some took the cynical 
view that petty-bourgeois Nazi activists were just trying to drive out 


competition 22 


A Social Democratic agent in Bavaria reported, however, in more nuanced 
terms: 


The persecution of the Jews is not meeting with any active support from 
the population. But on the other hand it is not completely failing to 
make an impression. Unnoticed, racial propaganda is leaving its traces. 
People are losing their impartiality towards the Jews, and many are 
saying to themselves that the Nazis are actually right to fight them; 
people are only against this fight being exaggerated. And when people 
shop in Jewish department stores they do so in the first place not to help 


the Jews but to cock a snook at the Nazis.24 


The Nazi leadership had no objection to the violence in principle, but there 
was a growing feeling that, whatever Streicher might say, it was having a 
damaging effect on foreign opinion when the regime still needed sympathy 
abroad. In the last week of August 1935 it was reported that brownshirts had 
staged a violent demonstration against the Jews in Breslau and beaten up the 
Swedish consul in the city in the process. Goring, Bormann and Hess, 
speaking for Hitler himself, all put the police on notice in late July and early 
August that uncoordinated terror actions against Jews had to be stopped. As 
Goring told the Gestapo, general regulations for dealing with the Jews would 
soon be issued. These were indeed already in the air. Debate had been 
conducted in a desultory fashion within the Interior and Justice Ministries 
since July 1934 without getting beyond what were seen as formidable legal 
obstacles to a new law governing citizenship and interracial sexual relations. 


On 21 May 1935, however, a new Defence Law included in its provisions the 
banning of ‘mixed marriages’ between German soldiers and non-Aryan 
women. 

Local registry offices had already begun to refuse applications for mixed 
marriages on a wider basis. On 19 July representatives of the Justice and 
Interior Ministries and Hess’s office proposed a law to prevent such marriages 
altogether. The matter had become urgent not least because of the numerous 
attacks on ‘race traitors’ and a wave of arrests of such people by the Gestapo. 
In May 1935 a new law governing citizenship applications by foreigners 
already ruled out Jews and other non-Aryans. A consensus on legislative 
action thus seemed to have been achieved; and as this became clear to local 
and regional Party organizations at the beginning of September, the wave of 
violent antisemitic actions finally began to subside, though it did not stop 


altogether.22 

Not only the idea of a new citizenship law but also a considerable number 
of concrete proposals for its formulation were therefore familiar to state and 
Party officials by the time the annual Party Rally began in Nuremberg on 9 
September. At this point dock workers in New York who had torn down a 
swastika flag from a German ship were released by a magistrate with a 
lengthy denunciation of Nazism and all its works. This so enraged Hitler that 
he decided on the spot that the time had come to declare the swastika 
Germany’s national flag. As he told the Party Rally on 11 September 1935, 
the recent congress of the Communist International in Moscow, which had 
declared an international war on fascism, demonstrated that it was time to 
tackle the Bolshevik menace, which he regarded as the product of an 
international Jewish conspiracy. Hitler summoned the Reichstag to a session 
in Nuremberg on 15 September, the final day of the Rally; the fact that he 
could simply command it to attend in this way showed how insignificant it 
had now become. The Reichstag session, he now decided, would be the 
opportune moment to introduce the citizenship, miscegenation and state flag 
laws all in one go. After some hurried, last-minute drafting of the detailed 
Laws in collaboration with an Interior Ministry official, Hitler introduced 
them on 15 September 1935. The Jews in Germany, he said, had been using 
the tense international situation to stir up trouble. ‘Vehement complaints are 
coming in from innumerable places about the provocative behaviour of 
individual members of this people,’ he claimed: indeed, Jewish provocations 
had been organized and thus had to be answered with decisive action if they 
were not to lead to ‘individual, uncontrollable defensive actions carried out by 
the outraged population’. Here was a characteristic mixture of lies and threats, 
capped by an equally characteristic assurance that the new laws would be ‘a 


once-and-for all, secular solution’ 2° 

Hitler left the detailed justification of the Laws to Goring, whose speech to 
the Reichstag left little doubt that he was no less rabid an antisemite than 
Goebbels, Streicher or indeed the Leader himself. The swastika, he told the 
assembled, brown-uniformed Reichstag deputies, was a ‘symbol of our 
struggle for our own, species-specific race, it was a sign to us of the struggle 
against the Jews as racial wreckers’. When ‘an impudent Jew, in his 
bottomless hatred’ for Germany had insulted the flag in New York, he had 
insulted the whole nation. Thus Jews were not to be allowed to fly the flag. 
The new Laws, indeed, would go much further, and protect German blood 
against pollution by Jews and other alien races. They were, he declared, 


a declaration of faith in the strengths and blessings of the Germanic- 
Nordic spirit. We know that to sin against the blood is to sin against the 
inheritance of a people. We ourselves, the German people, have had to 
suffer greatly because of this hereditary sin. We know that the final root 
of all Germany’s decomposition came in the last analysis from these 
sinners against heredity. So we have to try to make a connection again to 
the chain of heredity that comes to us from the greyness of prehistory . . 
. And it is the duty of every government, and above all it is the duty of 
the people themselves, to ensure that this purity of the race can never 


again be made sick or filled with rottenness,Z2 


The parliament naturally passed all three laws with acclamation, and they 
were printed in full in prominent positions in the daily newspapers the 
following day. But they were not all as simple and straightforward as they 


might at first sight have seemed.22 The Reich Citizenship Law defined 
citizens of the Reich exclusively as people of ‘German or kindred blood’. Just 
as crucially, it declared that only someone who, ‘through his conduct, shows 
that he is both desirous and fit to serve the German people and Reich 
faithfully’ was entitled to be a citizen of the Reich. Only citizens could enjoy 
full political rights. All other people, notably the Jews, but also potentially all 
opponents of the regime, or even those who silently distanced themselves 
from it by their lack of enthusiasm for its policies, were merely ‘subjects of 
the state’. They had ‘obligations towards the Reich’ but were given no 
political rights in return. Details of implementation were left to the Interior 
Ministry, in conjunction with Hess’s office, to work out, and in due course 
two officials in the Ministry, Dr Wilhelm Stuckart and Dr Hans Globke, 
issued a commentary justifying its provisions and outlining its implications. 
Within a fortnight, Interior Minister Frick had ordered the dismissal of any 


civil servants of Jewish ancestry who had remained in post as a result of the 
special provisions of the civil service law of 7 April 1933. 

But who exactly was a Jew? Frick’s decree applied to people with at least 
three out of four grandparents who were Jewish and, naturally, to all those 
who practised the Judaic religion. According to contemporary estimates, 
which varied widely, there were in addition some 50,000 Jews in Germany in 
1935 who had converted to Christianity or were the children of Jewish parents 
who had converted, and 2,000 three-quarter Jews who had converted. The 
high rate of intermarriage between Jews and Christians over the previous 
decades had produced between 70,000 and 75,000 people who had only two 
Jewish grandparents and 125,000 to 130,000 who had only one. In addition, 
many of these were married to non-Jews, as were anything up to about 20,000 
people who fell into the Nazis’ category of full Jews, and many of these, 
again, had children. The Nazis themselves reckoned in 1939 that there were 
20,454 racially mixed marriages in the Greater German Reich (including, by 
this time, Austria and the Sudetenland). The same census, the first to define 
Jews by racial criteria, also counted 52,005 half-Jews and 32,669 quarter- 
Jews living in the old German Reich. Over 90 per cent of people defined as 
mixed race belonged to a Christian Church. As with any racist legislation, the 
devil lay in the detail, and in these circumstances reaching a hard-and-fast 
definition of who was Jewish and who was not was nigh impossible. An 
insoluble ideological dilemma faced Nazi legislators: was the poison they 
thought Jewish blood carried with it into the bloodstream of the German race 
so virulent that only a small admixture would be enough to turn a person into 
a Jew, or was German blood so strong and healthy that it would overcome all 
but the most powerful admixture of Jewishness in a person’s hereditary 
constitution? To such questions there was no rational answer, because there 
was from the beginning no rational basis to the assumptions on which they 
rested. All solutions the Nazis arrived at in the question of mixed-race 


Germans and mixed marriages were thus in the end entirely arbitrary.2 


The niceties of racial classification kept civil servants busy in endless 
meetings and internal memoranda over the following weeks. The more 
cautiously inclined warned that defining half-Jews as fully Jewish would add 
a substantial number of previously loyal Germans to the tally of Nazism’s 
internal enemies. Their counsels prevailed, and such people were classified in 
a supplementary decree issued on 14 November 1935 as mixed-race of the 
first degree, unless they practised the Judaic faith, or were married to a full 
Jew, in which case they were counted as fully Jewish (Geltungsjuden, in 
official jargon), with all the consequences this entailed. People with only one 
fully Jewish grandparent counted as mixed-race of the second degree. There 


were further provisions dealing with anyone born out of wedlock, or born 
after the promulgation of the Nuremberg Laws in 1935 (they were more likely 
to be classified as fully Jewish). The legislators recognized the arbitrariness of 
these measures by including a final provision for Hitler to grant exemptions 
whenever and to whomsoever he pleased. In due course, he did indeed do 
this, or others did it in his name through the application of a stamp bearing his 
signature to a document known as a Declaration of German Blood. 
Meanwhile, all the authorities had to go on in establishing Jewish ancestry 
was whether or not someone’s grandparents had practised the Judaic religion, 
a fact which rather made a nonsense of scientific claims about the importance 
of race and blood in determining Jewish or German identity. Genealogists 
suddenly became the most sought-after experts in the whole country, as 
Germans scrambled to find evidence in parish registers and other sources of 
their racial purity to include in their so-called Ancestry Proof 
(Ahnennachweis), a document that now formed the essential prerequsite for a 


career in the civil service or indeed virtually any other kind of job. 80 


Ill 


The Nuremberg Laws were presented in the press as a stabilizing measure that 
would help the Jewish minority in Germany to settle down to living its own 
life. Goebbels’s Propaganda Ministry was careful to ban triumphant or 
gloating articles in the press, forbidding ‘leading articles in the tone “go to 


it!” °81 Nevertheless, the Laws opened the way for further, massive 
discrimination against anyone who counted as a Jew. Two weeks after the 
decree of 14 November 1935, Hitler retroactively annulled its provision 
banning any extension of measures to ensure the purity of German blood 
beyond those contained in legislation. This effectively authorized non- 
governmental organizations to apply the Aryan paragraph to their members 
and employees, not only Jews but also those of mixed race as well. Further 
measures placed more restrictions on the admittance of Jews to state- 
regulated professions. People with two Jewish grandparents now had to get 
official permission from a Reich Committee for the Protection of German 
Blood if they wanted to marry a non-Jew. But the Party representatives on the 
Committee voted down such applications with such regularity that it was 
wound up in 1936 and the applications passed to a single official to deal with. 
Mixed-race people could still study, they were not banned from sexual or 
other kinds of relationship with non-Jews, and in many respects they lived a 
relatively unrestricted life. This included, for men, the performance of 


military service. The army leadership was naturally exercised by the fact that 
banning men of mixed race from doing military service would deprive them 
of thousands of potential recruits. Writing to Hitler’s army adjutant, Colonel 
Friedrich Hossbach, on 3 April 1935, an official in the Interior Ministry 
estimated that there were 150,000 male half-Jews and quarter-Jews of military 
age in the country - a considerable exaggeration that further fed the army’s 


concern.82 


The army leadership certainly had good cause for concern. By the end of 
1935 it had cashiered virtually all remaining fully Jewish officers and men, 
and in the early summer of 1936 the army reached an agreement with Hitler 
that while male half- and quarter-Jews had to perform military service, they 
should no longer be allowed to hold positions of authority in the armed forces 
unless granted a specific, personal exemption on Hitler’s own authority. The 
Nazi Party’s Genealogy Office bombarded the military with information 
about officers who were ‘not purely Aryan’ and ought in its view to be 
removed from their posts. However, many senior officers in 1936-7 still 
resented political interference in military affairs and ignored these demands. 
In addition, checking up on the ancestry of tens of thousands of men was a 
well-nigh impossible task, and quite a few officers managed successfully to 
conceal their part-Jewish ancestry at least until the outbreak of the war and in 
some cases even longer. From the point of view of the military, of course, 
what mattered was whether or not they were good soldiers, or sailors, or 


airmen. 


The army’s attitude mirrored precisely the debatable and uncertain status of 
Germany’s many part-Jewish inhabitants after 1935. Nevertheless, on the 
whole, mixed-race people, indeed even Jews, were to some extent relieved by 
the passage of the Nuremberg Laws because they seemed to remove the major 
elements of uncertainty in their position and promise an end to the violent 
antisemitic campaigns of the preceding months. Party activists were 
understandably enthusiastic about the Nuremberg Laws, and rightly saw them 
as a major step along the road to the complete removal of Jews from German 
society. However, both Gestapo and Social Democratic agents reported a 
critical, even hostile, attitude to the Nuremberg Laws even amongst groups in 
society that were normally far from favourably inclined towards the Jews. 
Four-fifths of the population in the Palatinate were said to disapprove of the 
Laws, the working class was almost unanimous in its rejection of Nazi 
antisemitism, and the petty-bourgeoisie disliked the Laws because small 
businessmen feared they would lead to renewed boycotts of German goods in 
other countries. Even the Social Democrats, however, admitted that most 


people were feeling so intimidated after the violence of the summer and the 
propaganda surrounding the Nuremberg Laws that they no longer patronized 
Jewish shops. Indifference and passivity characterized the reactions of the 


majority of the population.24 


Gradually, the never-ending violence, the incessant propaganda and the 
legal endorsement of Nazi policies by the state were having an effect. As one 
Social Democratic agent reported from Berlin in January 1936: 


The campaign against the Jews is not without influence on people’s 
opinions either. Very slowly, views are being filtered into it that they 
used to reject. First people read the ‘Stormer’ out of curiosity, but then 
in the end something from it sticks. At the same time one has to admit: it 
says a lot for the German people that despite years of campaigns against 
the Jews it is still possible at all for Jews to live in Germany. If the 
German people were not naturally good-natured, this propaganda would 
have led to Jews simply being beaten to death on the streets .. . In 
general one can conclude that the National Socialists really have 
brought about a deeper gulf between the people and the Jews. The 


feeling that the Jews are another race is general nowadays.22 


The effect that the constant barrage of antisemitism had on a thoughtful 
young person can be gauged from the memoirs of Melita Maschmann. She 
had plenty of contact with Jews, who made up about a third of her class in the 
secondary school she attended in a well-to-do part of Berlin in the early 
1930s. Here the non-Jewish girls instinctively dissociated their Jewish 
classmates from ‘the Jews’, who ‘were and remained something mysteriously 
menacing and anonymous’. ‘The anti-semitism of my parents’, Maschmann 
went on in the open letter she wrote to a former Jewish schoolmate after the 
war, 


was a part of their outlook which was taken for granted . . . One was 
friendly with individual Jews whom one liked, just as one was friendly 
as a Protestant with individual Catholics. But while it occurred to 
nobody to be ideologically hostile to the Catholics, one was, utterly, to 
the Jews .. . In preaching that all the misery of the nations was due to 
the Jews or that the Jewish spirit was seditious and Jewish blood 
compelled you to think of old Herr Lewy or Rosel Cohn: I thought only 
of the bogey-man, ‘the Jew’. And when I heard that the Jews were being 
driven from their professions and homes and imprisoned in ghettos, the 
points switched automatically in my mind to steer me round the thought 
that such a fate could also overtake you or old Lewy. It was only the Jew 


who was being persecuted and ‘made harmless’ 86 


After joining the Nazi League of German Girls, however, she felt an ‘open 


breach’ with her Jewish schoolfriend ‘. . . to be my duty, because one could 
only do one or two things: either have Jewish friends or be a National 
Socialist’ 22 


Constantly exposed to antisemitic propaganda, Maschmann later 
remembered that she and her upper-middle-class friends had considered it 
rather vulgar, and often laughed at attempts to convince them that the Jews 
performed ritual murders and similar crimes. As educated people they looked 
down on the antisemitic scandal-sheet The Stormer. Yet although she did not 
take part in violent actions or boycotts, Maschmann accepted that they were 
justified, and told herself: “The Jews are the enemies of the new Germany... 
If the Jews sow hatred against us all over the world, they must learn that we 
have hostages for them in our hands.’ Later on, she suppressed the memory of 
the violence she had seen on the streets, and ‘as the years went by I grew 
better and better at switching off quickly in this manner on similar occasions. 
It was the only way. Whatever the circumstances, to prevent the onset of 


doubts about the rightness of what had happened. ’88 A similar process of 
rationalization and moral editing must have taken place with many others, 
too. 


IV 


From September 1935, antisemitism became a principle governing private life 
as well as public. Enshrined as the comerstone of Nazi ideology since the 
beginning, it was now penetrating larger areas of German society more deeply 
than ever before. The whole of the civil service was now engaged in applying 
the Nuremberg Laws and others besides. Judges, prosecutors, policemen, 
Gestapo and other law enforcement agencies spent increasing amounts of 
their time on enforcing antisemitic legislation. Town councils and their 
employees in libraries, swimming pools and all other kinds of municipal 
establishments carried out antisemitic regulations. Innkeepers, shopkeepers 
(many of whom protected themselves by putting up signs advertising 
themselves as a ‘purely Aryan establishment’), traders, businessmen, people 
in every walk of life were aware of laws against the Jews and had little 
hesitation in complying with them. Of course, the Social Democrats’ secret 
reports were filled with examples of individual landlords and restaurant- 
owners who turned a blind eye to notices they were forced to put up banning 


Jewish customers. Nevertheless, all of this was having an effect. Together 
with the progressive economic marginalization of the Jews, the Nuremberg 
Laws marked a significant step in the direction of the removal of Jews from 
German society. Their isolation was considerably greater after September 


1935 than before.89 

The third of the measures promulgated at the Nuremberg Party Rally of 
1935, dubbed by the Nazis the Law for the Protection of German Blood and 
German Honour, was perhaps the most significant of all of them in bringing 
Nazism into the private sphere. It forbade marriages between Jews and 
Germans ‘or kindred blood’ and banned sexual relations outside marriage 
between the two categories as defined by the Citizenship Law as well. Jews 
were not allowed to employ female domestic servants under the age of forty- 
five if they were Germans, in an allusion to a sexual fantasy that often made 
its appearance in the pages of The Stormer. These laws were to be 
administered by the regular courts. Cases were brought under the loaded 
heading of ‘racial defilement’ (Rassenschande, literally ‘racial shame’ or 
‘racial disgrace’). By their very nature such cases were difficult to identify, 
and prosecution depended heavily from the beginning on denunciation by 
neighbours, acquaintances and sometimes family members of those involved. 
From 1936 to 1939 the annual average of convictions for racial defilement 
under the Nuremberg Laws ran at about 420, two-thirds of them Jewish men. 
Under continuous pressure from the Gestapo and the Reich Justice Ministry, 
the courts became steadily harsher; in 1938, for example, a majority of racial 
defilement sentences passed by the Hamburg Regional Court involved 
lengthy periods of imprisonment in a penitentiary rather than an ordinary 
prison. The definition of illicit sexual relations was extended until it covered 
almost any kind of bodily contact between Jews and ‘Aryans’, including 


socially conventional embraces and kisses.22 Eleven sentences were passed 
for racial offences in the remaining months of 1935, then in the first full year 
of the law’s effect, 1936, the number jumped to 358, increasing to 512 in 
1936 and falling back to 434 in 1938, 365 in 1939 and 231 in 1940. The 
increasing emigration of young and middle-aged Jews may have been a factor 
in the decline. It is possible, too, that the law’s deterrent effect had an 


influence, as sentences grew steadily harsher over time 24 


Inside prison, offenders were frequently exposed to antisemitic abuse from 
warders; in some institutions they were routinely put on short commons, and 
even good behaviour was often regarded as ‘typical of the racial character 
which understands how to conform even in a position of powerlessness’, as 
one Bavarian prison official noted in 1939. ‘I suffer very much because of the 


hatred of Jews’, wrote a young Jewish inmate to his mother, in a letter 
confiscated by the prison authorities in June 1938: ‘One official calls me 
Moses, even though he knows exactly what I am called . . . Another one 
called me a damn Jewish swine this lunchtime.’ Their sufferings did not end 
there. Following an order issued by the Reich Minister of Justice on 8 March 
1938, Jews who were sent to prison for race defilement were rearrested by the 
Gestapo when they completed their sentence and taken off to concentration 


camps.22 Here they were frequently singled out because of the nature of their 


alleged offence. In the Buchenwald concentration camp, the twenty-year-old 
Julius Meier, a well-educated, middle-class Jew, serving a two-year prison 
sentence after being denounced by a neighbour who had observed him being 
intimate with his family’s non-Jewish domestic servant, was marked down by 
the camp doctor for castration. Refusing to sign the consent form, on the 
grounds that his emigration papers were about to be completed, Meier was 
repeatedly punched in the face by an SS guard on the doctor’s orders, kicked, 
denied medical assistance for his injuries, and put in the camp’s punishment 
bunker for twelve days. Using what influence they had, Meier’s parents 
completed his emigration papers and obtained an order from Reich Security 
Head Office - not to release him, however, but to countermand the castration 
order. The telegram thus went not to the commandant, who would have 
arranged his immediate release, but to the camp doctor, for whom breaking 
Meier’s will had by now become a matter of personal pride: on his orders, 
Meier was put back into the punishment bunker and murdered by an SS 


guard.23 

The law offered many new opportunities for the harassment and persecution 
of German Jews, especially men. In December 1935, a 43-year-old Jewish 
clerk was condemned to one year and three months in gaol for race 
defilement. He had lived together with his non-Jewish partner for a year and 
they had a nine-month-old baby. But prosecutions were often brought on the 
flimsiest of pretexts. In Bad Diirkheim, for example, a 66-year-old Jewish 
man, Hermann Baum, was condemned to a year in prison in November 1935 
on the evidence of a fifteen-year-old girl who testified that he had tried to kiss 
her. The Gestapo called in domestic servants who worked in Jewish 
households to inform them that they had to leave, and plied them with leading 
questions (‘but he’s touched you sometimes on the shoulder hasn’t he?’) in 
the hope of making an arrest, threatening them with imprisonment themselves 


if they did not incriminate their masters.24 In November 1935, a fifty-year- 


old Jewish businessman, Ludwig Abrahamson, was denounced to the Gestapo 
for carrying on sexual relations with a non-Jewish employee, Wilhelmina 


Kohrt. Under interrogation he admitted that he had forced his attentions on 
her (whether in fact this was true may, in view of the methods used by the 
Gestapo to extract confessions, be doubted). He was sentenced to two years in 
prison and on his release was taken by the Gestapo to Buchenwald 
concentration camp, from which he only secured release on 6 October 1938 
by providing proof that he would emigrate. An even more striking case was 
that of Hannelore Krieger, a worker in a factory producing alcoholic 
beverages, who was denounced anonymously in April 1938 for carrying on 
sexual relations with her boss, Julius Rosenheim. He had, she said, demanded 
sexual favours in return for money; but at her trial, she changed her testimony 
and said the relationship had ended in 1934, before the Law was passed. The 
court agreed to acquit both of them, but the Gestapo arrested Rosenheim at 


the end of the trial and took him off to a concentration camp anyway.22 


If Krieger’s conduct perhaps bordered on prostitution, then real prostitutes 
were particularly vulnerable to denunciation from hostile neighbours for 
entertaining Jewish clients. Jewish men and women who had more committed 
relationships with non-Jewish partners took considerable precautions to 
conceal them after September 1938, but inevitably many fell victim to 
denunciations from prying neighbours or zealous Nazi snoopers. As time 
went on, people were denounced simply for being ‘friendly to Jews’: 
innkeepers for incautiously telling someone that Jews were still welcome in 
their establishments, German citizens for maintaining friendly relations with 
Jews of an entirely non-sexual kind, or even non-Jews for shaking hands with 
Jews in the street. On occasion the behaviour for which such people were 
denounced could denote a principled opposition to Nazi antisemitism; more 
often it was the product of indifference to official rules and regulations, or 
even simply long-maintained habit. Many such denunciations were false, but 
this in a sense was beside the point; false denunciations contributed as much 
as truthful ones to a general atmosphere in which Germans gradually cut off 
all their ties to Jewish friends and acquaintances, much as Melita Maschmann 
had done. By going well beyond what the Nuremberg Laws prescribed, and 
by pursuing all the denunciations they received, however frivolous or self- 
interested, the Gestapo and other agencies of law enforcement and control 
dismantled piece by piece the elaborate networks of social contacts which had 
been built up between German Jews and their fellow Germans over the 
decades. They were backed by the whole range of Party institutions, from the 
Block Warden upwards, who were similarly dedicated to preventing any 


further social intercourse between Aryans and J ews, 28 


Only occasionally did a Block Warden turn a blind eye, as in the case of the 


young lawyer and aspiring journalist Raimund Pretzel and his partner, a 
Jewish woman whom he met on his return from Paris in 1934. Pretzel had 
originally left Germany because of his dislike of the Third Reich’s repression 
and racism, and also in pursuit of a girl; when she married another man, he 
went back to Germany and began to make a living writing unpolitical articles 
for the arts pages of newspapers and magazines. His new partner had been 
sacked from her library job because of her race, and her marriage had also 
recently broken up. Her son, Peter, was blond and blue-eyed, and was even 
photographed as an ideal Aryan child. When Pretzel moved into her flat, they 
were contravening the Nuremberg Laws, but the Block Warden liked the 
family and protected them from interference. However, in 1938 she became 
pregnant, and the danger of denunciation became too great. Taking Peter with 
her, she went to an emigration office and obtained leave to join her brother in 
England. Pretzel himself got permission to go to England separately, using the 
pretext that he was writing a series of articles about English life; viewed with 
suspicion by the British authorities when he overstayed, he found great 
difficulty in making ends meet, and was rescued only by Frederic Warburg, 
head of the publishers Secker and Warburg, who was sufficiently impressed 
by the synopsis of a book he had submitted to offer him a contract. This 
satisfied the Home Office, who gave Pretzel a year’s extension to his visa. In 
the meantime, he had married his partner, and they had had a son. The future 
for both of them, however, seemed anything but certain, as it did for 


thousands of others who emigrated at this time.2Z 


“THE JEWS MUST GET OUT OF EUROPE’ 


I 


Jews in particular emigrated from Germany if they were young enough to 
start a new life abroad and wealthy enough to finance it. This was not 
voluntary or free emigration, of course; it was flight into exile to escape 
conditions that for many were becoming wholly intolerable. We do not really 
know how many Jews left Germany during these years. The official statistics, 
which continued to classify Jews by religion alone, are all we have to go on. 
Given the very high rates of conversion to Christianity over the decades 
before 1933, the official figures might have underrepresented by 10 per cent 
or more the number of people who fled the country because the Nazi regime 
classified them as Jewish whatever their religion. According to the official 
Statistics, there were 437,000 Germans of Jewish faith in Germany in 1933. 
By the end of 1937, the figure had dropped to around 350,000. Thirty-seven 
thousand members of the Jewish faith left Germany in 1933, under the impact 
of the boycott of 1 April and the Law of 7 April; a fall in the number of 
emigrants to 23,000 the following year reflected the absence of any similar 
nationwide actions or laws in 1934. The number stayed relatively low in the 
following years too - 21,000 in 1935, 25,000 in 1936 and 23,000 in 1937. As 
Europeans, most of them preferred to stay in another country on the same 
continent - 73 per cent of 1933’s Jewish emigrants remained within Europe - 
while only 8 per cent travelled overseas, to destinations such as the United 
States. In 1933, despite the relative weakness of Zionism in Germany, no 
fewer than 19 per cent settled in Palestine. Altogether, 52,000 German Jews 
went there between 1933 and 1939. A significant reason for this surprisingly 
high number lay in the fact that representatives of the Zionist movement in 
Germany and Palestine had signed a pact with the Nazi government on 27 
August 1933. Known as the Haavara Transfer Agreement, it was personally 
endorsed by Hitler and committed the German Ministry of Economics to 
allowing Jews who left for Palestine to transfer a significant portion of their 
assets there - about 140 million Reichsmarks all told - while those who left 


for other countries had to leave much of what they owned behind.28 


ATLANTI 


Map 13. Jewish Overseas Emigration, 1933-8 

The reasons for the Nazis’ favoured treatment of emigrants to Palestine 
were complex. On the one hand, they regarded the Zionist movement as a 
significant part of the world Jewish conspiracy they had dedicated their lives 
to destroying. On the other, helping Jewish emigration to Palestine might 
mitigate international criticism of antisemitic measures at home. Moreover, 
and crucially, the principal aim of the Nazis in these years was to drive the 
Jews out of Germany and preferably out of Europe too; for all the murderous 
violence they meted out to them, they did not at this stage intend, still less 
plan, to exterminate all Germany’s Jews. A Germany free of Jews would, in 
Nazi eyes, be a stronger Germany, fit to take on the rest of Europe and then 
the world. Only when that happened would the Nazis turn to solving what 
they thought of as the Jewish problem on a world scale. The Zionists were 
prepared to do a deal with the Nazis if the result was a strengthening of the 
Jewish presence in Palestine. German Jews would bring much-needed skills 


and experience with them; they would also, many leading Zionists thought, 
bring money and capital for investment. In return, the Haavara Transfer 
Agreement, which formalized these arrangements, provided for the export of 
much-needed goods such as citrus fruit from Palestine to Germany as part of 
the exchange. On both sides, therefore, this was above all a marriage of 
convenience. But it was increasingly disputed within the Nazi regime itself. 
This was not least the consequence of the establishment of the Jewish Affairs 
Division of the SS Security Service in 1935. One of the principal sections of 
the organization, it was led by an increasingly radical group of young officers, 
including Dieter Wisliceny, Theodor Dannecker and Adolf Eichmann. These 
men became progressively more anxious that encouraging Jews to go to 
Palestine would accelerate the formation of a Jewish state there, with 


dangerous consequences for Germany in the long run, or so they thought.22 

For Zionists, the cloud of persecution and discrimination, above all in the 
shape of the boycott of 1 April 1933 and the subsequent civil service law, had 
a certain silver lining, for it brought Germany’s deeply divided Jews closer 
together. Already in 1932, in the light of mounting antisemitic attacks, 
regional Jewish associations had decided to establish a national organization, 
which was set up on 12 February 1933. It did little apart from protesting that 
it had nothing to do with what the Nazis described as the international 
campaign for the boycott of German goods. It was not until September 1933 
that this organization, together with others, including the German Zionists, set 
up an umbrella organization in the shape of the Reich Representation of 
German Jews under the chairmanship of the Berlin rabbi Leo Baeck. Its 
purpose was to regroup and defend Jewish life in the new Germany. Its 
leaders urged a dialogue with the Nazis, perhaps with a view to reaching a 
Concordat like the one the Third Reich had concluded with the Catholics. 
They emphasized the patriotic service many Jews had rendered the Reich at 
the front during the First World War. Jews were not the only Germans to 
believe that the violence that accompanied the seizure of power would soon 
dissipate, leaving a more stable, ordered polity. Leo Baeck even encouraged 
the preparation of a large dossier illustrating the Jewish contribution to 
German life. 
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Map 14. Jewish Emigration within Europe, 1933-8 


But the dossier was banned before it could be published.222 The financial 
penalties imposed on German Jews, the Aryanization of Jewish businesses 
and the tightening of restrictions on the export of currency and chattels 
ensured that German Jews found it increasingly difficult to obtain refuge in 
countries whose governments did not want immigrants if they were going to 
be a burden on the welfare system. Even finding the money to pay for a 
passage out of Germany had become a problem. The fact that an increasing 
proportion of German Jews was now Near or over retirement age made things 
worse. Jewish immigrants of working age were often resented because 
unemployment remained high in many countries as a result of the Depression. 
Jewish organizations in receiving countries did their best to help by providing 


funds and opportunities for work, organizing visas and the like, but the extent 
to which they were able to influence government policy was very restricted, 
and they were hampered in addition by their own fear of arousing 


antisemitism at home.201 


On 6 July 1938, a conference of thirty-two nations met at Evian, on the 
French shore of Lake Geneva, to discuss the growing international 
phenomenon of migration. The conference made an attempt to impose 
generally agreed guidelines, especially in the light of the possible expulsion 
of hundreds of thousands of destitute Jews from Poland and Romania. But it 
was careful not to upset German sensibilities at a time when international 
relations were becoming increasingly fraught. The German government did 
not take part, declaring Jewish emigrants to be an internal matter. One 
delegation after another at the conference made it clear that it would not 
liberalize its policy towards refugees; if anything, it would tighten things up. 
Britain and the European states saw themselves mainly as countries of transit, 
from which Jewish migrants would quickly disperse overseas. Anti-immigrant 
sentiment in many countries, complete with rhetoric about being ‘swamped’ 


by people of ‘alien’ culture, contributed further to this growing reluctance. 102 


At the same time, of course, the situation offered new opportunities for 
corrupt German officials, who frequently demanded money or goods in return 
for their agreement to apply the all-important rubber stamp to the papers of 
would-be emigrants. The temptation to enrich oneself was all the greater since 
the emigrants had to leave virtually everything behind. One Jew who applied 
for emigration papers was told by an official after preliminary formalities had 
been completed: 


‘Well, give me a thought when you emigrate, won’t you?’ I told him to 
say what he wanted, and I’d see what I could do. A few hours later, as I 
was having supper at home, the doorbell rang, and there was the official 
himself (in his uniform with a coat over it), and as I opened the door and 
was obviously surprised to see him there, he said he only wanted to tell 
me that he would very much like to have a round table and a rug about 2 
metres by 3. And indeed our emigration permits were issued in an 


amazingly short time. 103 


To get round currency and other problems the Gestapo eventually organized 
illegal transports of Jewish emigrants, chartering boats to Palestine down the 
Danube via the Black Sea, and charging, as might be expected, hugely 


inflated prices for tickets 104 


Il 


For those who stayed in Germany, the leaders of the Jewish community 
organized new institutional structures to try and alleviate the situation. A 
central Committee for Aid and Reconstruction was founded on 13 April 1933, 
following on a similar Central Institution for Jewish Economic Aid the 
previous month. These organizations raised loans for Jews who found 
themselves in economic difficulties, tried to find employment for Jews who 
had lost their jobs and ran retraining courses for Jews who wanted to go into 
agriculture or handicrafts (many of these subsequently emigrated). 
Increasingly, Jewish organizations rendered logistical, bureaucratic and 
sometimes financial assistance to those who wanted to emigrate. Until 1938 
Jews were still entitled to public welfare benefits, so Jewish charities acted 
more in the way of a supplement than a substitution when it came to aiding 
the really destitute; however, as the Jewish community grew steadily more 


impoverished, so the work of the charities became increasingly important 202 

The process of segregation had a particularly stark impact on Jewish 
children. In 1933 there were about 60,000 Jewish children aged from seven, 
the starting age for formal schooling, to fourteen, the age at which it ceased to 
be compulsory, in Germany, and a substantial further number who were 
enrolled in secondary schools. Emigration, particularly amongst Jews of 
child-bearing and child-rearing age, reduced the number of young Jewish 
people between six and twenty-five years of age from 117,000 in 1933 to 
60,000 in 1938. The children had to face a concerted effort by the Nazis to 
drive them out of German schools. The Law Against the Overcrowding of 
German Schools and Universities, promulgated on 25 April 1933, together 
with its implementation orders, set a maximum for new admissions to all 
schools above the primary level of 1.5 per cent of non-Aryan children. At the 
same time, the rabid hostility of the Nazi Students’ League drove most Jewish 
students out of the universities within a short space of time, so that only 590 
were left in the autumn semester of 1933 compared to 3,950 in the summer 
semester of the previous year. In a similar way, the hostility of fanatical Nazi 
teachers and, increasingly, Hitler Youth activists in the schools had a powerful 
effect in driving Jewish children out. In Wiirttemberg, for instance, while 11 
per cent of Jewish pupils were forced to abandon their secondary education 
because of the Law, some 58 per cent broke it off as a result of the hostility of 
some teachers and children at their schools. So fierce was the pressure that 
even Education Minister Rust complained about it in May 1933, and repeated 
his strictures in July. 

In some schools, Jewish children were made to sit on a special ‘Jewish 


bench’ in the classroom, and they were banned from German lessons. They 
had to listen to their teachers describing Jews as criminals and traitors. And 
they were not allowed to take part in ceremonies and festivals, concerts and 
plays. Teachers deliberately humiliated them and gave them bad marks for 
their work. Of course, the atmosphere varied strongly from school to school; 
in some working-class areas, the other children showed considerable 
solidarity with their Jewish classmates, while in small-town Germany, local 
bullies made their life a misery and caused them to live in permanent fear of 
being beaten up. The result of such pressure was that in Prussia the number of 
Jewish children in state secondary schools fell from 15,000 in May 1932 to 
7,000 in May 1935 and just over 4,000 the following year; figures that almost 
certainly underestimate the scale of the decline, since they only include the 
children of parents of Jewish faith, not children classified as Jewish on racial 
grounds by the regime. By 1938, a mere 1 per cent of state secondary school 
pupils in Prussia was Jewish, and from January that year these young people 
were in any case officially excluded from sitting the common university 
entrance examination. The remaining Jewish school pupils were all 


summarily expelled at the end of the year, 06 


The expulsion of Jewish children from German state schools urgently 
demanded the provision of replacement educational facilities by the Jewish 
community. Parents from the acculturated Jewish middle class looked down 
on Germany’s Jewish schools in 1933; many considered their standards low 
and did not share their religious stance. This applied particularly, of course, to 
the many parents of Christian faith who now suddenly found themselves 
classified by the regime as Jewish by race and thrown together with a 
community they had up to now studiously avoided. Many local Jewish 
communities had no educational facilities at all. Concerned parents, appalled 
at the isolation into which their children were being driven by the hostility 
they encountered in state schools, often took the lead in providing them. By 
1935 over half of the 30,000 Jewish children of primary-school age were 
attending Jewish community schools, funded mostly by Jewish organizations. 
Finding trained teachers was difficult, and classes were often very large, with 
up to 50 children each, in cramped and inadequate accommodation. 
Especially in the secondary schools, children from widely varying 
backgrounds, abilities and educational experience were suddenly thrown 
together. Transport and travel were major problems for many parents and 
children. There were bitter quarrels between different ideological factions, 
Orthodox, liberal and secular, right and left, about the curriculum, which only 
died down as increasing discrimination and repression made them seem less 
important. By early 1937 there were 167 Jewish schools in Germany, attended 


by nearly 24,000 pupils out of a total of 39,000 in all. Emigration soon 
reduced their number; by October 1939 there were fewer than 10,000 Jewish 
schoolchildren left in Germany, and a number of Jewish schools had closed 
down. Their achievement was above all, perhaps, to provide an educational 
environment free from the ethos of race hatred, militarism and brute physical 
prowess that had come to dominate the vast majority of German schools by 


this time 107 


Jewish self-help played a role in other areas too. Jewish sportsmen and 
women set up their own organization after Jews were expelled from 
mainstream sports clubs in 1933; in 1934 its members numbered no fewer 
than 35,000. An even more notable achievement was the Jewish Culture 
League, set up by the Jewish ex-deputy director of the Berlin City Opera, 
Kurt Singer. Eight thousand Jewish artists, musicians, performers and writers 
belonged to the Jewish Culture League, which catered exclusively for the 
Jewish community; 180,000 Jews eventually joined to take advantage of its 
offerings. Its foundation was officially approved by Hermann Goring. From 
the Nazi point of view, it was welcome because it marked the complete 
separation of Jewish cultural life from that of the nation as a whole, and at the 
same time reassured other Germans that Jews were not banned from writing, 
painting or performing. Singer was quickly elbowed aside, however, and the 
Culture League was run by a Nazi, Hans Hinkel, for most of its existence. 
Hinkel, working under the aegis of Goring, was responsible for the 
elimination of Jews from cultural institutions in Prussia, so it seemed to 
Goring obvious that he should run the Culture League as well. Hinkel soon 
began to ban the Culture League and its members from performing German 
works, starting with medieval and romantic German plays and moving on to 
Schiller (1934) and Goethe (1936). Jewish musicians were not allowed to 
perform music by Richard Wagner or Richard Strauss; Beethoven was added 


to the list in 1937 and Mozart in 1938.428 

In 1933-4 alone, however, the League put on sixty-nine opera performances 
and 117 concerts. But although some leading members saw such activities as 
an opportunity to show the contribution that Jewish artists and performers 
could make to German cultural life, many more must have been aware that 
they were evidence of a creeping ghettoization of Jewish culture in Germany. 
By gradually restricting what the Culture League could do, the Nazis were 
pushing it inexorably towards a situation where it provided nothing but 
‘Jewish’ culture to audiences consisting of Jews alone. The cultural 
ghettoization of Germany’s Jews was completed after 10 November 1938, 
when Jews were banned from attending German theatres, cinemas, concerts, 


lectures, circuses, cabarets, dances, shows, exhibitions and all other cultural 
events. Following this, all Jewish cultural institutions of whatever kind were 
merged into the centralized Jewish Culture League on 1 January 1939, 
including the remaining Jewish publishing houses. There were plenty of 
works to perform for Jewish audiences, including those of Jewish writers and 
composers banned by the Nazis on racial grounds. There were exhibitions of 
Jewish painters and readings from Jewish writers. Non-Jewish Germans, of 
course, were not allowed to go to these functions. Whether there really was a 
Jewish-German culture independent and separate from non-Jewish-German 
culture many, if not most, doubted; most Jewish writers, artists and composers 
had not really considered the possibility, but had regarded themselves simply 


as Germans.199 


Paradoxically, perhaps, many Jews found the process of cultural 
ghettoization rather reassuring as they came to terms with the new restrictions 
on their life. As one of them remarked critically later: “The Jews were left 
more or less undisturbed within the bounds that had been drawn for them. In 
the Jewish Culture League, in the Jewish school, in the synagogues, they 
could live as they pleased. It was only interference in the Aryans’ sphere that 


was a taboo and a danger,’ 110 This attitude was in many cases a 
psychological necessity for those who remained. Increasingly, these were the 
old and the poor. In 1933, 20 per cent of German citizens of the Jewish faith 
who had been born in Germany were aged 50 or over; by 1938, the proportion 
of the Jewish community in Germany aged 50 and above had risen to over 48 


per cent; a year later, it was over half 411 Many Jews were German patriots, 
their families deeply linked to their home towns and communities by decades, 
indeed centuries, of residence, work, culture and tradition. Breaking with all 
this was too hard for some to bear. Many left Germany in tears, vowing to 
come back when things got better. It was not surprising that many German 
Jews refused to emigrate, or indeed saw no need to do so. ‘Why should I 
emigrate?’ one middle-aged German Jew answered the entreaties of his 
anxious son in 1937. ‘Not everything will be eaten as hot as it’s cooked. After 
all, we live under the rule of law. What can happen to me? - I’m an old 
soldier, I fought for four years for my Fatherland on the Western Front, I was 


an NCO and was awarded the Iron Cross, First Class,’ 112 


Ill 


One particular group of Jews who stayed were those who were married to 


partners classified by the regime as Aryan. There were 35,000 couples living 
in mixed marriages in 1933 - that is, in marriages where the partners had 
come respectively from the Jewish and Christian faiths. Most such marriages 
were between Jewish men and Christian women. The Nuremberg Laws, of 
course, redefined the mixed marriage in racial terms. Mostly, by this time, 
both partners were Christian in religion. Non-Jewish spouses came under 
increasing pressure from the Gestapo to bring divorce proceedings. The courts 
had quickly begun to allow divorce petitions brought by non-Jewish spouses 
on the grounds, for instance, that only since National Socialism had come to 
power had they realized the dangers of race defilement. Because of the 
removal of Jews from virtually every area of public and social life by this 
time, Jewish husbands in mixed marriages had been forced to cede power 
over their children, their financial affairs, their assets, their businesses, their 
property and almost everything else to their non-Jewish wives. Increasingly, 
as economic opportunities were closed off to the husband, the wife became 
the principal breadwinner in the family. On 28 December 1938, acting on 
orders from Hitler, Goring issued new regulations governing the status of 
mixed marriages. In order to assuage the potential wrath of Aryan relatives, 
he declared that mixed marriages where the husband was Jewish and the 
children had been brought up as Christians, or where the wife was Jewish but 
there were no children, should be classified as ‘privileged’ and exempted, in a 
piecemeal way, from some of the discriminatory acts of the regime in the 


following years.113 


In mixed marriages where the husband was Jewish and there were no 
children, or where the wife had converted to Judaism or the children had been 
brought up in the Jewish faith, then, there were no privileges. The pressure on 
non-Jewish wives caught in this situation to bring divorce proceedings was 
considerable and mounted steadily. Nazi marriage laws, enshrined above all 
in the Marriage Law of 6 July 1938, defined marriage as a union between two 
people of healthy blood, the same race and opposite sexes, concluded for the 
common good and the purpose of procreating children of healthy blood and 
raising them to be good German racial comrades. Mixed marriages clearly did 
not fall under this definition, and indeed new ones had been banned since 
September 1935. The new Law codified recent court decisions on existing 
mixed marriages and pushed them further. German-blooded people, as the 
Law put it, who were married to a Jewish spouse could now apply to have the 
marriage annulled purely on racial grounds. In addition, a Jewish man who 
had lost his livelihood could be sued for divorce by a non-Jewish wife on the 
grounds that he was failing in his duty to support his family. Separation for 
three years was now also a ground for divorce, so that if a Jewish husband 


had been in a concentration camp, or in exile abroad, for this period, his non- 
Jewish wife could divorce him without any problem. Increasing economic and 
other difficulties inevitably placed a huge strain on such marriages, and even 
without direct pressure being brought to bear by the Gestapo or various Party 
agencies, as it often was, breakdown was frequently the result. It took a good 
deal of courage, loyalty and love to maintain a mixed marriage in such 


circumstances.14 


By 1938, however, people were becoming aware of the fact that divorce 
would mean not just additional hardship for a Jewish spouse, but also quite 
possibly violence, imprisonment, and death. When a non-Jewish spouse died, 
the Gestapo now customarily appeared within a day of the death being 
reported to the authorities and arrested the surviving Jewish husband or wife. 
The Gestapo, indeed, began a regular campaign of inviting Aryan women 
married to Jewish men into police headquarters for a friendly chat. Why 
would a good-looking blonde German woman want to carry on being married 
to a Jew in present circumstances? Surely life would be better divorced? She 
only had to say that National Socialism had dispelled her previous ignorance 
about the Jewish threat for the divorce to go through. Promises were mingled 
with threats. Divorce would bring glittering careers for her children, who 
would be reclassified as German, and economic improvement for her family, 
which would now be rid of the dependent spouse. Refusal would condemn the 
children to a shadowy existence, deprived because of their mixed race of 
many of the benefits and privileges that went with being purely German. If 
she did not divorce, the state would confiscate her property. Driven to 
desperation, a few German women in mixed marriages without children 
divorced in order to cling to their material assets and continued seeing their 
husbands in secret even after they had moved out of the family home. Many, 
however, resisted such pressure and reacted with outrage at the suggestion 
that they should divorce out of base pecuniary motives: what, they asked, did 


that imply about the reasons they had got married for in the first place? 115 
One such woman was Eva, wife of Victor Klemperer, who stood by him 
through all the vicissitudes of the 1930s. As a war veteran and the husband of 
an Aryan, he was still entitled to keep his job as a professor of French 
literature at Dresden’s Technical University, but he was removed from 
examining, he was unable to find a publisher for his latest book, and his 
teaching was so severely restricted that attendance at his lectures fell to single 
figures and he felt in danger of being made redundant. He was dismayed still 
further by some of his Jewish friends’ continuing illusions about the regime; 
all around him, Jewish colleagues were being dismissed and young Jewish 


families he knew were emigrating to Palestine. As a German nationalist, he 
was shocked by the extent to which other Jewish friends were taking on a 
more Jewish identity and losing their Germanness. He considered Zionism 
little better than Nazism. He saw his Jewish friends emigrating to Palestine, 
but had no thought of going there himself - ‘anyone who goes there is 
exchanging nationalism and narrowness for nationalism and narrowness’ - 
and in any case he felt that he could not adapt to another life at his age. He 


was, he wrote, a ‘useless creation of excessive culture’ 116 


At the beginning of October 1934, he and his wife moved into the house 
they had long been having built for themselves at Délzschen, a quiet suburb 


of Dresden.11Z They had scarcely put the house in order when Klemperer’s 


situation began seriously to deteriorate further. In March 1935 the non-Nazi 
Saxon Minister of Education was dismissed and his duties taken over by the 
Nazi Party Regional Leader Martin Mutschmann. ‘In all aspects of the 
destruction of culture, Jew-baiting, internal tyranny’, Klemperer confided to 


his diary, ‘Hitler rules with ever worse creatures.’418 On 30 April 1935 he 
received his dismissal notice through the post, signed by Mutschmann. None 
of his colleagues did anything to help him; the only sympathy came from a 
secretary. Klemperer wrote to a number of colleagues abroad in search of a 
new job, but nothing materialized, and in any case he did not feel that his wife 
Eva, who was frequently ill, was strong enough to withstand the rigours of 
exile. Now in his mid-fifties, he had to live off a pension fixed at just over 
half his previous salary. He was saved by his older brother Georg, a 
successful surgeon, aged seventy and now retired, who had left Germany and 
made Victor a loan of 6,000 Reichsmarks, not the last such help he rendered 
to his distressed relatives. Meanwhile, however, antisemitic outrages became 
more frequent and more noticeable. In the middle of Dresden, Klemperer 
noticed a man shouting repeatedly, ‘Anyone who buys from a Jew is a traitor 
to the nation!’ On 17 September 1935 he noted the passage of the Nuremberg 


Laws. ‘Disgust makes one i119 Deprived of his teaching, Klemperer 
doggedly continued to write his history of French literature in the eighteenth 
century, though the prospects of publishing it were minimal. In the meantime 
he spent a good deal of time going on expeditions in his new car and 
discussing with his friends the possibility - remote, he concluded - of the 
Third Reich collapsing. Everybody grumbled, he said, but nobody was 
prepared to do anything, and many saw the Third Reich as a necessary 
bulwark against Communism. Klemperer began to feel his views changing. 
‘No one can take my Germanness away from me,’ he wrote, ‘but my 


nationalism and patriotism are gone for ever,’ 120 


Yet some found it easier to separate their enthusiasm for the Third Reich’s 
nationalistic policies from their dismay at its antisemitism. When retired 
Major Friedrich Solmitz took on the position of Air Raid Protection League 
Block Warden soon after the Nazis came to power, he and his wife seemed all 
set to move comfortably into the Third Reich. Early in 1934, however, he had 
to write to Peter Schénau, the local Nazi Party Leader, resigning as Block 
Warden because of the latter’s persistent hostility towards him. In all his 
dealings, Solmitz protested, he had followed the Party’s orders, including the 
implementation of the Aryan Paragraph, meaning the exclusion of all Jews 
from positions of responsibility in preparing for air raids. He could not 
comprehend why he was being singled out for criticism. Yet, amazingly, the 
reason why Solmitz was coming under pressure was because he himself was 


Jewish 121 

As far as their religion was concerned, the family were Christians and had 
no contact with the Jewish community, which no doubt explains why his wife, 
Luise Solmitz, in the privacy of her diary, noted in 1933 that in Hamburg ‘no 
brownshirt is doing anything to the Jews, no curses fly after them, everyday 
life in Hamburg is just the same, everyone is going about his own business as 


always’ 122 Luise Solmitz had no Jewish ancestry. Yet even she found the 
Nazi boycott of Jewish shops carried out on 1 April 1933 a cause for concern, 
‘a bitter April Fool’s joke’. ‘Our entire soul’, she complained, ‘was oriented 
towards the rise of Germany, not towards this.’ Nevertheless, she reflected, at 
least the Eastern European Jews were no longer in evidence (‘the underworld 
creatures from East Galicia really do seem to have disappeared for the 


moment’).423 A year later she was becoming bitter about the discrimination 
from which her Jewish husband and half-Jewish daughter had to suffer. She 
was depressed to see how Fr[iedrich] is at the mercy of every dishonourable 
rogue, how he is excluded from the SA and Steel Helmets, the National 
Socialist War Officers’ Association, and the Academic Association. To know 
how every avenue of happiness, whether it is in professional or married life, 
will also be closed off for Gis[ela]! To tremble at every chance word, at every 


visit, every letter: what do people want of us?124 


In 1935 Solmitz lost his citizenship rights as a consequence of the 
Nuremberg Laws, although he and his non-Jewish wife were subsequently 
classified as living in a privileged mixed marriage because they were bringing 
up their daughter in the Christian religion. The Nuremberg Laws, she wrote 
on 15 September 1935, were ‘our civil death sentence’. They meant that as in 
1918 the family would now be banned from flying the Imperial flag (now 


adomed with the swastika), and much more: 


Our black-white-red flag is lowered for the second time. - Any man who 
marries my daughter will land up in the penitentiary, and she with him. - 
The serving-maid has to be sacked . . . Our child is cast out, excluded, 
despised, worthless. Who is really aware of the isolation from the 
people, the rootlessness, of the ‘Jewish-related’ woman, insofar as she 
does not draw on her own resources with a defiant ‘despite everything 
I’m always with you’, my people, my Fatherland? Most people, or 
many, will still reject Jewry, like I do; they have no relation to that side, 
and they don’t want any. Have never had any, don’t know any Jewish 
people. - And when we’re together with our own racial comrades, every 


chance word terrifies us, every one shows the gulf 129 


Outraged at their treatment, the Solmitzes wrote a personal letter to Hitler. It 
was referred to the local police and the Interior Ministry, who informed the 
couple that they could under no circumstances be exempted from the 


provisions of the Law.126 Despite this, Luise Solmitz remained optimistic. 


The growing isolation of her daughter, and her bitterness at not being able to 
join the League of German Girls, continued to give her concern, but the 
family was comfortably off, and the family’s national pride in Germany’s 
achievements under the Third Reich more than compensated for any minor 
wotries, which she dismissed in 1937 as ‘biting midges on the summer 


lakes’ 127 


IV 


And indeed, beginning late in 1935, the situation of the Jews in Germany 
eased a little for a while. The reason for this was unexpected, and in one sense 
at least, beyond the control of the Nazi regime. For in 1936 Germany was 
scheduled to hold the Olympic Games, a decision that had been taken by the 
International Olympic Committee well before the Nazis had come to power. 
The Winter Games were due to be held at the ski resort of Garmisch- 
Partenkirchen, the Summer Games in Berlin. Hitler was initially sceptical. 
Sport for its own sake had no appeal to Nazi ideology, and he found the 
internationalism of the event highly suspect. But when a boycott campaign 
was mounted, particularly in the United States, over the Third Reich’s 
treatment of the Jews, he realized that the transfer of the Games elsewhere 
would be extremely damaging, and that the staging of the Games in Germany 
would provide an unmissable opportunity to influence world opinion in 


favour of the Third Reich. Preparations duly got under way. The German 
team contained no Jews: under pressure to avoid a US boycott, the German 
team managers had attempted to recruit Jewish athletes, but the denial of top- 
class training facilities to Jews in Germany since 1933 meant that none made 
the grade. Three half-Jews were called into the team, all of them living 
outside Germany, including the blonde fencer Helene Mayer. This seemed to 
be enough, along with the Germans’ assurances that they would abide by the 


Olympic spirit, to ward off the threat of an international boycott.t28 
Elaborate preparations were made to show Germany’s best face to the 
world. Goebbels’s Berlin paper, The Attack, told Berliners: ‘We must be more 
charming than the Parisians, more easygoing than the Viennese, more 
vivacious than the Romans, more cosmopolitan than London, and more 


practical than New York.’129 Just to ensure the right impression, people with 
criminal records were arrested and expelled or imprisoned for the duration. A 
massive new stadium was constructed, with seats for 110,000 spectators, at 
the centre of a vast sporting complex on the north-western side of Berlin. The 
Games were broadcast across the world on radio and, for the first time, they 
were also televised, although only on an experimental basis, since hardly 
anyone possessed a set. Leni Riefenstahl, employing the saturation camera 
coverage that had been so effective in filming the 1934 Nuremberg Rally for 
Triumph of the Will, directed what is still the classic Olympic film, a 
celebration of human physical prowess that sat easily with both the Olympic 
ideal and Nazi ideology. Nazi and Olympic flags were hung out everywhere 
in the capital city, and at the opening ceremony a choir of 3,000 was directed 
by Richard Strauss in a performance of his newly written Olympic Hymn, 
following a rendition of the Horst Wessel Song. The Olympic flame was lit, 
Hitler declared the Games open and 5,000 athletes began the 


competitions.222 


Hitler was only a guest at the Games, of course, which were staged by the 
International Olympic Committee, and when he began calling victorious 
German athletes to his box to receive his personal congratulations, he was 
sternly reminded by the Committee that he should not offend against the 
international spirit of the Games by discriminating between victors from 
different countries. Either he should congratulate them all without exception, 
or he should desist from congratulating anybody at all. Not surprisingly, he 
chose the latter course, though he continued to offer his felicitations to 
German victors in private; but this incident, and the fact that he left the 
stadium during the high-jump competition when the last German competitor 
had been eliminated, gave rise to the later legend that Hitler had snubbed the 


undoubted star of the Games, four-times gold medal winner Jesse Owens, by 
refusing to shake his hand because he was black, and walking out of the 
stadium when he came first in a race. Even Hitler, however, knew better than 
to ruin the impression the Games were making on international opinion by 
engaging in a petulant demonstration of this kind. As Albert Speer later 
reported, Hitler was indeed none too happy about Owens’s victories, which he 
put down to the superior physical strength of primitive man: in future, he said 
in private, such unfair competition should be eliminated, and non-whites 
barred from taking part. Taken with the success of the Games, Hitler ordered 
Speer to design a new stadium many times larger than the existing one. In 
1940 the Games would take place in Japan as planned, he conceded, but after 


that they would be permanently located in Berlin. 131 


‘I’m afraid the Nazis have succeeded with their propaganda,’ William L. 
Shirer wrote on 16 August 1936, as the Games ended. ‘First, they have run 
the games on a lavish scale never before experienced, and this has appealed to 
the athletes. Second, they have put up a very good front for the general 
visitors, especially the big businessmen,’ some of whom told the American 
correspondent that they had been ‘favourably impressed by the Nazi “set-up” 
’. The story had been the same at the Winter Olympics earlier in the year, 
though Shirer had got into trouble with the Propaganda Ministry for filing a 
report that ‘Nazi officials had taken all the good hotels for themselves, and 
had put the press in inconvenient bed-and-breakfast accommodation, which 
was true’. Shirer had also reported to his American readers that the Nazis at 
Garmisch had ‘pulled down all the signs saying that Jews were unwanted 
(they’re all over Germany) and that the Olympic visitors would thus be spared 


any signs of the kind of treatment meted out to Jews in this country’ 432 This 
was also true. Hitler explicitly distanced himself from The Stormer in June 
1936 as a sop to international opinion, and copies of the paper were 


withdrawn from display in the Reich capital while the Games were on.433 


His major speeches in 1936 barely mentioned the Jews at all.434 On 13 
August 1936 Victor Klemperer noted that for the Nazi regime, the Olympics 
were a through-and-through political undertaking. ‘German Renaissance 
through Hitler’, I read recently. People at home and abroad are constantly 
being told that they are here witnessing the revival, the blossoming, the new 
mind, the unity, the steadfastness and glory, of course also the peacefulness of 
the spirit of the Third Reich, that lovingly embraces the entire world. The 
slogan-chanting mobs are banned (for the duration of the Olympics), 
campaigns against the Jews, warlike speeches, everything disreputable has 
vanished from the newspapers until 16 August, and still, day and night, the 


swastika flags are flying everywhere 139 


Nevertheless, despite all this, Hess’s deputy Martin Bormann had reminded 
Party officials in February 1936 that ‘the aim of the NSDAP, to shut out 
Jewry bit by bit from every sphere of life of the German people, remains 
irremoveably fixed’. That this aim had in no way been modified or abandoned 


became clear almost as soon as the Summer Olympics were over 136 


V 


Meanwhile, several thousand Jews who had left the country in 1933 had 
actually returned in the following years as the situation on the streets seemed 
to calm down in comparison to the mass violence of the seizure of power and 
the leading figures in the regime seemed to soft-pedal their antisemitic 
rhetoric. Restrictions placed by the French government on the employment of 
foreign workers as the Depression began to hit France severely in 1934 drove 
many German-Jewish exiles there back to their homeland. Noting the arrival 
of such ‘elements who are to be looked upon as undesirable’ in the early 
months of 1935, the Bavarian political police decreed: 


It can basically be taken that non-Aryans have emigrated for political 
reasons, even if they have said that they went abroad to start a new life 
for themselves. Returning male emigrants will be sent to the Dachau 
concentration camp; returning women will go to the concentration camp 


at Moringen.12Z 


Much worse was to come.438 Moreover, whatever the cosmetic adjustments 


the Nazis made to their antisemitic policies in the course of 1936, the 
Aryanization of Jewish businesses continued unabated throughout the year, 
and indeed the promulgation of the Four-Year Plan in the autumn, as we have 
seen, brought with it a sharp acceleration of the programme’s pace. It was 
accompanied by a fresh wave of intimidatory boycotts in many parts of the 
country, a fact that suggested strongly that many German shoppers were still 
patronizing Jewish businesses and that the Nazi leadership at every level was 
becoming increasingly frustrated at this situation. The Gestapo launched a 
concerted action to break the long-established custom of peasants in many 
parts of Germany using Jewish cattle-dealers to buy and sell their livestock. 
Peasant farmers who stubbornly kept up their links were threatened with the 
withdrawal of their hunting licences, the denial of Winter Aid and other 
measures, while Jewish cattle-dealers were arrested or physically expelled 


from markets and slaughterhouses, and their record-books confiscated and 
handed over to non-Jewish rivals. By the end of 1937, they had largely been 


driven out of business as a result. 139 


It was not until 1938, however, that violent action began again on a really 
large scale. Once again, the leadership of the Third Reich drove it on, Hitler 
to the fore. As the regime went over to a more aggressive military and foreign 
policy, it felt less need than previously to worry about possible foreign 
reactions to antisemitic violence. Carried out in a piecemeal way, the 
Aryanization of the economy was now within sight of its goal, and no 
economic disaster had occurred as a result of the removal of Jews from 
economic life. War was now looming, and it was essential from the regime’s 
point of view to reduce the number of Jews in Germany faster so as to 
minimize the possibility of a replay of the ‘stab-in-the-back’ that had cost 
Germany the First World War - not the last time this fantasy was to play a key 
role in guiding the policies of Hitler and his leading associates. In the shadow 
of the coming war, portraying Germany’s Jews once more as the enemy 
within would provide a significant means of preparing public opinion for the 
conflict. This new phase of antisemitic violence, the third following those of 
1933 and 1935, was inaugurated by Hitler himself at the Party Rally on 13 
September 1937, when he devoted a large part of his speech to attacking the 
Jews as ‘inferior through and through’, unscrupulous, subversive, bent upon 
undermining society from within, exterminating those cleverer than 
themselves and establishing a Bolshevik reign of terror. The speech was 
followed by antisemitic disturbances in Danzig, and then by a fresh wave of 
intimidatory boycotts of Jewish shops during the Christmas season. 
Recording a long private conversation with Hitler on 29 November 1937, 
Goebbels noted in his diary: “The Jews must get out of Germany, indeed out 
of Europe altogether. That will take some time yet, but it will and must 


happen. The Leader is firmly resolved on it 140 

The new phase of persecution brought with it a whole new raft of laws and 
decrees that together significantly worsened the position of Germany’s Jews. 
On 25 July 1938 all but 709 of the remaining 3,152 Jewish doctors lost their 
licence to practise; the 709 were denied the right to call themselves doctors 
but could continue treating Jewish patients, who would otherwise be deprived 
of medical care altogether. A decree of 27 September applied the same 
principle to Jewish lawyers; 172 out of 1,753 were allowed to continue 
working, only with Jewish clients; Jewish dentists, vets and apothecaries 
followed on 17 January 1939. On 28 March 1938 a new law on Jewish 
cultural associations deprived them of their previous status as public 


corporations with effect from the previous first of January, thus removing an 
important legal protection and opening them up to increased taxation. Other 
measures accelerated the Aryanization of the economy by banning Jews from 
further professions, removing tax concessions for Jews with children, forcing 
the registration of Jewish assets and more besides. The Interior Ministry 
began working out a new law, promulgated on 17 August, which made it 
compulsory for all Jews to bear a Jewish name, or if they did not, to add the 
name ‘Israel’ or ‘Sara’ to their existing names from 1 January 1939. Thus 
Jews could now be automatically identified from the personal identity papers 
which every German, by long custom, had been obliged to carry on his or her 
person and show to the authorities on demand. To many Jews, this law also 
made it humiliatingly clear that they were now in every respect inferior, 
marked out as a race apart. Faced with the unavoidable prospect of seeing her 
Jewish husband Friedrich carry the name Israel, Luise Solmitz worried about 
his depressed state of mind, which must have been typical for many in his 
position: “The shame that is unavoidably coming with the 1. 1. 39 is gnawing 


at him, the dishonouring, depressing additional name,’141 

Total separation from the rest of society, indeed, was what Berlin’s Regional 
Party Leader, Joseph Goebbels, had in mind in the summer of 1938, as he 
reacted to complaints by visiting Regional Leaders from other parts of 
Germany about what they saw as the large number of Jews visible on the 
streets of the Third Reich’s capital city. Goebbels commissioned a report from 
the Berlin police chief, Count Helldorf, which recommended a special 
identifying mark for Jews and for their shops, a special identity card for Jews, 
their removal from a whole range of professions, special compartments for 
them in trains, their confinement in a special quarter of the city and more. 
These ideas were now clearly becoming common currency. Heydrich’s 
Security Service pointed out that it would be inadvisable for Berlin to go 
ahead on its own, even though fully a third of Germany’s Jewish population 
now lived there; and in any case these measures were not linked to any 
coherent scheme of Jewish emigration. So they was not acted upon. 
Nevertheless, these proposals did not go away, and in the meantime the Berlin 
police raided a large, well-known café on the Kurfiirstendamm and arrested 
300 Jewish customers, including numerous foreigners. They included, the 
police announced, many criminal elements. This did not go nearly far enough 
for Goebbels, who called Helldorf in for a discussion. ‘Aim - drive the Jews 
out of Berlin’, he wrote in his diary on 4 June 1938, ‘. . . and without any 
sentimentality’ - a purpose he also revealed to an audience of 300 senior 
police officers from Berlin on 10 June 1938. Goebbels was not acting on his 
own in this matter. A few days later, over 1,500 Jews were arrested on Hitler’s 


personal orders in the course of a large-scale police action against ‘asocials’, 
beggars, down-and-outs and the like. These Jews - who were known to the 
police because of their previous criminal convictions, including of course 
contraventions of the race laws - were not intended, as the much greater 
numbers of ‘asocials’ arrested in this action were, for conscription as 
labourers. Their arrest was meant, rather, to put pressure on them to emigrate. 
Indeed, they were only released when arrangements had been made, through 
Jewish agencies, for their emigration. Beyond this, the action was also 
intended to equate Jews with criminality in the mind of the general public, an 


impression sedulously reinforced by reports in the daily press.142 


All these speeches, laws, decrees and police raids signalled clearly to the 
Nazi Party rank and file that it was time to take violent action on the streets 
once more. The example of the mass scenes of violence in Vienna following 


the Nazi annexation of Austria in March 1938 was a further incentive..43 


Berlin’s Nazis were encouraged by Goebbels and police chief Helldorf; they 
daubed the star of David on Jewish shops, doctors’ surgeries and lawyers’ 
chambers all over the city, looted a good number of them, and demolished 
three synagogues. The violence spread to other cities, including Frankfurt and 
Magdeburg. Hitler reined in this violence on 22 June, not least because it had 
affected many foreign Jews caught in the city at the time and relations with 
other countries were at a delicate point. This action was purely tactical, 
however. On 25 July 1938, Goebbels recorded a conversation in which Hitler 
had given his general approval to his actions in Berlin. “The main thing is that 
the Jews are driven out. In 10 years they must be out of Germany.’ How this 
was to be done was a matter of secondary importance. Foreign policy 
considerations currently forbade open violence, but it was not ruled out in 


principle.144 Changing their tactics, the Berlin police issued a confidential 
76-point list of ways in which Jews could be harassed without the law being 
broken in the process - by summoning them to police stations on the Sabbath, 
by pedantically applying health and safety regulations to Jewish premises, by 
delaying the processing of legal documents (unless they concerned 
emigration), and so on. Nevertheless, violence continued, sometimes with a 
legal pretext, sometimes without. After the local authorities in Nuremberg and 
Munich ordered the demolition of the main synagogues in their respective 
cities, Nazis trashed synagogues in at least a dozen other towns. In parts of 
Wiirttemberg there were renewed attacks on Jewish premises, and Jewish 
inhabitants were pulled out of their homes, beaten and spat upon, and driven 
out of the towns in which they lived. Thanks to the officially sponsored 
actions of the previous few months, all Jewish shops and premises had been 


clearly marked, Jewish men, women and children issued with special identity 
papers and their domiciles specially registered with the police. They were all 


easy enough, therefore, to locate.142 In the SS Security Service, plans began 


to be discussed for the arrest of all remaining Jews in the event of war 
breaking out. Finally, under ever-increasing pressure from Hitler to finance 
and deliver more armaments, the Four-Year Plan organization, with Hermann 
Goring in the lead, eyed the remaining Jewish property and assets in Germany 


with an increasing sense of urgency.146 


The situation was building up to a pogrom-like atmosphere once more, as in 
the summer of 1935. Meanwhile, the regime began to take steps to expel all 
non-German Jews from the Reich. Aryan employers were ordered to dismiss 
all such employees in the autumn of 1937, following which up to a thousand 
Russian Jews were expelled from the country, although the process took 
longer than planned because of the uncooperative attitude of the Soviet 


authorities 142 The following year, the SS Security Service tumed its 


attention to the 50,000 Polish Jews resident in Germany. Forty per cent had 
actually been born in Germany, but from Heydrich’s point of view they were 
all an irritation, since none of them was subject to German anti-Jewish laws. 
Worried that they might be returned, the antisemitic military dictatorship that 
ruled Poland passed a new law on 31 March 1938 that allowed it to remove 
Polish citizenship from these unfortunate people, who would then became 
stateless. Negotiations between the Gestapo and the Polish Embassy in Berlin 
got nowhere, and on 27 October the German police began arresting Polish 
workers, sometimes together with their entire families, putting them on sealed 
trains under close guard and taking them to the Polish border. Eighteen 
thousand people were transported in this way, without any proper notice, 
without anything but the most minimal and basic luggage, and often without 
food or drink on the journey. Arriving at the border, they were driven out of 
the trains by the accompanying police and forced, often under blows, to the 
other side. Very quickly the Polish authorities sealed their side of the border 
so that the expellees were left to wander about aimlessly in no-man’s land 
until the Polish government eventually relented and set up refugee camps for 
them just inside the border. When the Polish authorities ordered the expulsion 
of German citizens across the border in the other direction, the German police 
brought the action to a close, on 29 October 1938. Negotiations between the 
two governments finally led to the deportees being allowed back to Germany 


to collect their belongings before returning to Poland for good.148 


THE NIGHT OF BROKEN GLASS 


I 


On 7 November 1938, a seventeen-year-old Pole, Herschel Grynszpan, who 
had grown up in Germany but was currently living in Paris, discovered that 
his parents were amongst those who had been deported from Germany to 
Poland. Grynszpan obtained a revolver and marched into the German 
Embassy, where he shot the first diplomat he came across: a junior official 
called Ernst vom Rath, who was seriously wounded and taken to hospital. The 
political atmosphere of early November 1938 was already heavy with 
antisemitic violence, as the regime and its most active supporters continued to 
step up the pressure on Germany’s Jews to emigrate. It was not surprising that 
Goebbels decided to make the incident into a major propaganda exercise. 
That same day, the Propaganda Ministry instructed the press to give the 
incident a prominent place in its reporting. It was to be described as an attack 
by ‘world Jewry’ on the Third Reich that would entail the ‘heaviest 
consequences’ for Germany’s Jews. This was a clear invitation to the Party 
faithful to act. Goebbels instructed the regional propaganda chief in Hesse to 
launch violent attacks on the synagogues and other buildings of the Jewish 
community to see whether a more widespread pogrom was feasible. While the 
stormtroopers swung into action, the SS and Gestapo were roped in to support 
the action as well. In Kassel the local synagogue was trashed by brownshirts. 
In other Hessian towns, as well as in parts of adjacent Hanover, there were 
also attacks and arson attempts on synagogues and on the houses and 
apartments of the local Jewish population. These acts of violence expressed, 
the orchestrated press declared on 9 November, the spontaneous rage of the 
German people against the outrage in Paris and its instigators. The contrast 
with the murder of a regional official of the Party, Wilhelm Gustloff, by 
David Frankfurter, a Jew, in February 1936, which did not elicit any kind of 
violent verbal or physical reaction from the Party, its leaders or its members 
because of Hitler’s concern to keep international opinion sweet in the year of 
the Olympics, could not have been greater. It showed that the assault was the 


pretext for what followed, not the cause of it 149 

By chance, when Grynszpan fired his shot on 7 November 1938, Hitler was 
due to address Nazi Party Regional Leaders and other senior members of the 
movement in Munich the next day on the eve of the anniversary of his failed 
putsch in 1923. Conspicuously, he did not mention the Paris incident in his 


speech; he was clearly planning action to follow vom Rath’s death, which 
would surely not be long in coming. On the evening of 9 November, while the 
Party leaders were making their way to the main hall of the Munich town hall, 
Hitler was informed by his personal doctor, Karl Brandt, whom he had sent to 
keep watch by vom Rath’s Parisian bedside, that the embassy official had died 
of his wounds at half-past five, German time. Thus the news reached not only 
him but also Goebbels and the Foreign Office late in the afternoon of 9 
November. Hitler immediately issued instructions to Goebbels for a massive, 
co-ordinated, physical assault on Germany’s Jews, coupled with the arrest of 
as many Jewish men as could be found and their incarceration in 
concentration camps. This was the ideal opportunity to intimidate as many 
Jews as possible into leaving Germany, through a terrifying, nationwide 
outburst of violence and destruction. Vom Rath’s death would also provide 
the propagandistic justification for the final, total expropriation of Germany’s 
Jews and their complete segregation from the rest of German economy, 
society and culture. Having taken these decisions, Hitler agreed with 
Goebbels that they should be presented to the Party faithful, in a calculated 
act of theatrical deception, as a spur-of-the-moment reaction to the 


assassination of vom Rath, taken in a spirit of sudden shock and anger 120 


Over dinner at the town hall, where they could be observed by many of the 
participants, Hitler and Goebbels were accosted at around nine o’clock by a 
messenger, who announced to them what they had in fact already known 
since late afternoon, namely that vom Rath had succumbed to his wounds. 
After a brief, intense conversation, Hitler left for his private apartment, earlier 
than usual. Goebbels now spoke to the Regional Leaders, at around ten 
o’clock, announcing that vom Rath was dead. A subsequent report by the 
Party’s Supreme Court took the story up at this point: 


On the evening of 9 November 1938 the Reich Propaganda Leader Party 
Comrade Dr Goebbels informed the Party leaders who had gathered at 
the Old Town Hall in Munich for an evening of comradeship, that there 
had been demonstrations against the Jews in the regions of Electoral 
Hesse and Magdeburg-Anhalt, in the course of which Jewish shops had 
been destroyed and synagogues set alight. The Leader had decided on 
hearing his report that such demonstrations should neither be prepared 
nor organized by the Party, but that no obstacles should be placed in 
their way if they took place spontaneously . . . The Reich Propaganda 
Leader’s verbal instructions were understood by the Party leaders who 
were present to mean that the Party should not appear publicly as the 
organizer of the demonstrations, but that it should in reality organize 


them and carry them out. The instructions were immediately - i.e. a 
good time before the sending of the first telegram - relayed by telephone 
in this sense by a large part of those Party comrades who were present to 


the offices in their regions. 121 


In the regional Party headquarters, officials telephoned stormtrooper 
commanders and Party activists in the localities, passing down the chain of 
command the order to burn down synagogues and wreck Jewish shops, 
houses and apartments. When Hitler and Himmler met in Hitler’s rooms 
shortly before the traditional swearing-in of SS recruits at midnight, they 
briefly discussed the pogrom. As a result, another central command was 
issued, this time more formally, by telex at five minutes to midnight. It came 
from Heinrich Miiller, Himmler’s subordinate and head of the Gestapo, and it 
transmitted Hitler’s personal order, also recorded by Goebbels in his private 
diary the following day, for the arrest of a large number of German Jews, to 
German police commanders across the country: 


Actions against Jews, in particular against their synagogues, will very 
shortly take place across the whole of Germany. They are not to be 
interrupted. However, measures are to be taken in co-operation with the 
Order Police for looting and other special excesses to be prevented .. . 
The arrest of about 20-30,000 Jews in the Reich is to be prepared. 


Propertied Jews above all are to be chosen.122 


A further telex sent by Heydrich at twenty past one in the morning ordered the 
police and the SS Security Service not to get in the way of the destruction of 
Jewish property or to prevent violent acts being committed against German 
Jews; it also warned that looting was not to be allowed, foreign nationals were 
not to be touched even if they were Jewish, and care was to be taken to ensure 
that German premises next to Jewish shops or synagogues were not damaged. 
As many Jews were to be arrested as there was room for in the camps. At 2.56 
in the morning, a third telex, issued at Hitler’s instigation from the office of 
his deputy, Rudolf Hess, reinforced this last point by adding that it had been 
ordered ‘at the very highest level’ that no fires were to be raised in Jewish 


shops because of the danger to nearby German premises.222 


By this time, the pogrom itself was in full swing. The initial orders 
telephoned from Munich to the Regional Leaders’ officers were rapidly 
transmitted further down the chain of command. A typical example was that 
of the SA leader for the Northern Mark, Joachim Mayer-Quade, who was in 
Munich to hear Goebbels’s speech, and telephoned his chief of staff in Kiel at 
11.30 in the evening. He told him: 


A Jew has fired a shot. A German diplomat is dead. In Friedrichstadt, 
Kiel, Ltibeck and elsewhere there are completely superfluous meeting- 
houses. These people still have shops amongst us too. Both are 
superfluous. There must be no looting. There must be no manhandling. 
Foreign Jews must not be touched. The action must be carried out in 


civilian clothing and be concluded by 5 a.m_1o4 


Mayer-Quade had got Goebbels’s message. His subordinates had no difficulty 
in understanding what this meant. Nor did others who received similar orders 
elsewhere. All over Germany, stormtroopers and Party activists were still 
celebrating the anniversary of the 1923 putsch in their headquarters when the 
orders arrived; many of them were drunk, and not inclined to take the 
warnings against looting and personal violence particularly seriously. Gangs 
of brownshirts sallied forth from their houses and headquarters, mostly in 
mufti, armed with cans of petrol, and made for the nearest synagogue. Soon 
virtually every remaining Jewish house of prayer and worship in the country 
was in flames. Alerted by the brownshirts, local policemen and fire services 
did nothing except protecting adjacent buildings from damage. Social 
Democratic agents later estimated that 520 synagogues were destroyed in this 
orgy of violence, but their information is likely to have been incomplete, and 
the true figure well over a thousand. After 10 November 1938 it was virtually 
impossible for Germany’s remaining Jews to carry out their normal religious 


acts of public worship any more,129 


Along with the synagogues, stormtroopers and SS men also targeted Jewish 
shops and premises. They smashed the display windows, leaving the 
pavements outside covered in a deep layer of broken glass. With their 
characteristically bitter, ironically understated humour, people in Berlin soon 
came to refer to 9-10 November as the ‘Reich Crystal Night’, or night of 
broken glass. But the stormtroopers smashed more than shop windows; 
everywhere, they broke into Jewish premises, trashed the contents, and looted 


what they could.42© And then they made for the homes and apartments of 
Jewish families, with the same intent. In Dusseldorf, it was reported that 
ordinary Jews were awakened by the feared knock on the door from the 
Gestapo in the early hours of the morning: 


While the Gestapo were searching the house, the SA men outside 
occupied themselves by demolishing the window-panes and the doors. 
Then the SS turned up, and went inside to carry out their work. Almost 
everywhere, every piece of furniture was smashed to smithereens. 
Books and valuables were thrown around, the Jewish inhabitants were 


threatened and beaten. Scenes of genuine horror were played out. Only 
now and again was there a decent SS-man who let it be clearly known 
that he was only doing his duty, because he had received an order to 
break into the flat or house. Thus we have been told that two students in 
SS uniform smashed one vase each and then reported to their superior: 


‘Orders carried out!’422 


In many towns, gangs of stormtroopers broke into Jewish cemeteries and dug 
up and smashed the gravestones. In some, groups of Hitler Youth also took 
part in the pogrom. In Esslingen, brownshirts dressed in everyday clothes and 
armed with axes and sledgehammers broke into the Jewish orphanage at 
between midnight and one in the morning and destroyed everything they 
could, throwing books, religious insignia and anything else combustible onto 
a bonfire they lit in the yard. If they did not leave immediately, one 
stormtrooper told the weeping children, they too would be thrown onto the 
fire. Some of them had to walk all the way to Stuttgart to find 


accommodation.128 All over Germany, shops and homes were looted, 


jewellery, cameras, electrical goods, radios and other consumer goods stolen. 
Altogether at least 7,500 Jewish-owned shops were destroyed, out of a total of 
no more than 9,000 altogether. The insurance industry eventually put the 
damage at 39 million Reichsmarks’ worth of destruction caused by fire, 6.5 
million Reichsmarks’ worth of broken windows, and 3.5 million 
Reichsmarks’ worth of looted goods. Only in the course of the morning of 10 
November 1938 did policemen appear and stand guard before the ransacked 


premises to ensure there were no further thefts. 159 


What happened in the town of Treuchtlingen was not untypical of events in 
antisemitic Franconia. Just after midnight on 10 November 1938, the district 
SA commander, Georg Sauber, received a phone call instructing him to 
destroy the local synagogues in his area and arrest all male Jews. By 3 a.m. he 
had driven to Treuchtlingen and ordered the town’s stormtroopers to be 
hauled out of bed and report to the fire station. Some of them went to the 
nearby synagogue, where they gathered outside the door of the adjacent 
house, shouting at its occupant, the synagogue’s cantor Moses Kurzweil, to 
open up or be burned to death. Breaking down his door, they went from his 
house into the synagogue and set it alight. Within a short space of time it had 
been completely destroyed. The fire brigade arrived and began spraying water 
on the adjacent, Aryan-owned houses. Some local people gathered at the 
scene and, shouting encouragement to the brownshirts, went with them to a 
series of Jewish-owned shops, where they helped smash the windows and loot 
the contents. They moved on to Jewish homes, breaking and entering them 


and rampaging at will. One local Jewish man, Moritz Mayer, later reported 
that he was woken up between four and five in the morning of 10 November 
by the sound of footsteps in his garden: looking out of the window, he saw 
eight or ten stormtroopers, armed with axes, hatchets, daggers and revolvers, 
who broke into the house and were already smashing washbasins, mirrors, 
doors, cupboards and furniture by the time he had woken his family. Mayer 
was hit in the face and his glasses were broken; he was thrown into a corner 
and pelted with pieces of furniture. In the kitchen, the brownshirts smashed 
all the crockery, then, descending into the cellar, where Mayer’s family were 
cowering in terror, they forced the women to break all the wine-bottles and 
preserving-jars. No sooner had they gone than local inhabitants and youths 
arrived on the scene, looting everything they could. Mayer and his family 
packed some clothes quickly and fled, accompanied by the derisive laughter 
of the mob, to the local train station, where they boarded a train to Munich, 


along with most of the rest of the town’s ninety-three Jewish inhabitants.1©2 


II 


The extreme violence and deliberate, demeaning humiliation meted out to the 
Jews during the progrom was familiar from the behaviour of the brownshirts 
in the early months of 1933. But this time it went much further, and was 
clearly more widespread and more destructive. It demonstrated that visceral 
hatred of the Jews had now gripped not only the stormtroopers and radical 
Party activists but was spreading to other sectors of the population as well, 
above all, but not only, to the young, upon whom five years of Nazism in the 


schools and the Hitler Youth had clearly had an effect 1&1 Going out onto the 
streets of Hamburg the morning after the pogrom, Luise Solmitz found ‘silent, 
astonished and approving people. A hateful atmosphere. - “If they shoot our 
people dead over there, then this action has to be taken” decided an elderly 


woman.’+£2 In the Saarland Jews were said to have been too frightened to go 
out onto the street in the days following the pogrom: 


As soon as one appears in public, swarms of children run after him, spit 
after him, throw dirt and stones at him or make him fall over by 
“pecking” at his legs with bent sticks. A Jew who is persecuted in this 
way dare not say anything or he will be accused of threatening the 
children. The parents lack the courage to hold the children back, 


because they fear this will cause difficulties 13 


Children, the report added, had often been taught at school to regard the Jews 


as criminals, and had no compunction about looting their property.264 


Nevertheless, while young Germans in the particularly antisemitic region of 
Franconia and some other areas willingly took part in the pogrom, the story in 
some parts of Germany was often rather different. ‘Man’, a Berlin transport 
worker was overheard telling a friend the day after the pogrom, ‘no one can 
tell me that the people have done that. I’ve slept the whole night through and 


my workmates have slept as well and we belong to the people, don’t we?’L65 
In Munich, Friedrich Reck-Malleczewen found himself revolted by ‘all this 
misery and this immeasurable shame’ after witnessing the events of 9-10 


November 1938 in Munich. He admitted he was unable to understand it.©® 
Elswhere, there were isolated reports that policemen had warned Jews in 
advance in a few places and so enabled them to go into hiding to avoid the 
violence. The Social Democrats, while conscientiously recording incidents in 
which local people had participated in the pogrom, concluded on balance that 
the popular reaction in many places had been one of horror. In Berlin, it was 
reported, popular disapproval ‘ranged from a contemptuous glance and 


attitude of repulsion to open words of disgust and even dramatic abuse’ 182 


The writer and journalist Jochen Klepper, whose wife was Jewish, reported in 
his diary on 10 November 1938: 


We hear from the various ‘Jewish’ quarters of the city how the people 
are rejecting such organized actions. It is as if the antisemitism that was 
still plentifully present in 1933 had to a large degree disappeared since 
the excesses of the Nuremberg Laws. But it’s probably different with the 
Hitler Youth, which includes, and educates, all young Germans. I don’t 


know how far the parental home can supply a counterweight there. 168 


Melita Maschmann later remembered that she had been taken aback by the 
damaged shops and the mess on the streets when she had gone into Berlin on 
the morming of 10 November 1938; asking a policeman what had happened, 
she had learned that the wrecked premises were all Jewish. ‘I said to myself: 
The Jews are the enemy of the new Germany. Last night they had a taste of 
what this means.’ And with that, she ‘forced the memory of it out of my 


consciousness as quickly as possible’ 189 


There were many who thought like her. Institutions that claimed to give a 
moral lead remained silent too. Some individual pastors criticized the 
violence and destruction, but the Confessing Church took no stand, and when 
it came some time later to allude to the situation of the Jews, it was only for 


the Jews of Christian faith that it asked its members to pray +20 A number of 


Catholic priests cautiously and rather obliquely hinted at their disapproval of 
the pogrom by giving particular emphasis to the ‘Jewish components in 
Christian teaching and history’ in their sermons, as regional authorities in 


Bavaria noted.tZ1 One priest, Provost Bernhard Lichtenberg of Berlin, 
declared on 10 November 1938 that the synagogue that had been burned 
down during the night was also a house of God. But the time when, as in 
1933, senior dignitaries of the Catholic Church like Cardinal Faulhaber had 
spoken out openly against pride in one’s own race degenerating into hatred of 


another seemed to be long gone. tZ2 Some ordinary Catholics at least feared 


they might be next. A passer-by in Cologne on the morning of 10 November 
1938 encountered a crowd standing in front of the still-smouldering 
synagogue. ‘A policeman came up. “Move along, move along!” Upon this a 
Cologne woman said: “Are we not allowed to think about what we’re 


supposed to have done?” 173 Nevertheless, the Third Reich had passed a 
milestone in the persecution of the Jews. It had unleashed a massive outbreak 
of unbridled destructive fury against them without encountering any 
meaningful opposition. Whether people’s sensibilities had been dulled by five 
years of incessant antisemitic propaganda, or whether their human instincts 
were inhibited by the clear threat of violence to themselves should they 
express open condemnation of the pogrom, the result was the same: the Nazis 
knew that they could take whatever further steps against the Jews they liked, 


and nobody was going to try to stop them.424 
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Map 15. Synagogues Destroyed on 9-10 November 1938 

In Munich, meanwhile, Goebbels had been thoroughly enjoying the looting 
and destruction vented upon the city’s Jewish community. “The Hitler shock- 
troop gets going immediately to clear things out in Munich,’ he noted in his 
diary recording the events of the night of 9-10 November 1938. “That then 
happens straight away. A synagogue is battered into a lump . . . The shock- 
troop carries out frightful work.’ Led by Julius Schaub, a long-time Nazi who 
had taken part in the failed beer-hall putsch of 1923 and had served as Hitler’s 
personal adjutant ever since 1925, the violence clearly reflected the 
atmosphere present in Hitler’s immediate entourage during the night. ‘Schaub 
is completely worked up,’ Goebbels noted: ‘His old shock-troop past is 


waking up12 On receiving a phone call at about 2 a.m. with the news of the 
first Jewish death, Goebbels replied ‘that the man reporting it should not get 
upset because of one dead Jew; thousands of Jews were going to cop it in the 


»176 


coming days. He could scarcely conceal his glee: 


In Berlin 5, then 15, synagogues burn down. Now the people’s anger is 
raging. Nothing more can be done against it for the night. And I don’t 


want to do anything either. Should be given free rein . . . As I drive to 
the hotel, windows shatter. Bravo! Bravo! The synagogues are burning 
in all big cities. German property is not endangered.122 


As dawn broke, however, he began to consult with Hitler, probably over the 
phone, on how and when the action should be brought to an end. ‘New reports 
rain down all morning,’ he wrote in his diary entry for 10 November 1938. ‘I 
consider with the Leader what measures should be taken now. Let the 
beatings continue or stop them? That is now the question.’ Following this 
conversation, he drafted an order to halt the pogrom and took it to Hitler, who 
was lunching at the Osteria, his favourite Munich restaurant. ‘I report to the 
Leader at the Osteria,’ he wrote. ‘He agrees with everything. His views are 
totally radical and aggressive. The action itself has taken place without any 
problems.’ Hitler approved the draft decree; it was read out over the radio the 
same afternoon and printed on the front pages of the newspapers the 


following moming. The pogrom was finally over+Z8 


Many Jews had been seriously injured in the course of the violence. Even 
the official report on the pogrom by the Nazis estimated ninety-one Jewish 
deaths. The true number will probably never be known, but it was certainly 
many times greater, above all when the maltreatment of the Jewish men after 
they were arrested is taken into consideration, along with at least 300 suicides 
caused by the despair it engendered; deaths undoubtedly ran into the hundreds 


and probably numbered between one and two thousand.422 Moreover, for 
many Jewish men, the violence continued well after the pogrom itself was 
over. As the police, stormtroopers and SS units, following Hitler’s orders, 
arrested all the Jewish men they could find, terrible scenes took place on the 
streets and squares of every German town. In Saarbrucken the Jews were 
made to dance and kneel outside the synagogue and sing religious songs; then 
most of them, wearing only pyjamas or nightshirts, were hosed down with 
water until they were drenched. In Essen stormtroopers manhandled Jewish 
men and set their beards alight. In Meppen, Jewish men had to kiss the 
ground in front of SA headquarters while brownshirts kicked them and 
walked over them. In many places they were forced to wear placards round 


their necks with slogans such as ‘We are the murderers of vom Rath’. In 
Frankfurt am Main, the arrested men were greeted at the train station by a 
crowd which shouted and jeered at them and attacked them with clubs and 
sticks. In some places, whole classes were taken out of school to spit on the 


Jews as they were being led away.180 


Altogether about 30,000 Jewish men were arrested between 9 and 16 
November and transported to Dachau, Buchenwald and Sachsenhausen. The 
camp population of Buchenwald doubled from around 10,000 in mid- 
September 1938 to 20,000 two months later. Moritz Mayer was picked up in 
Munich along with most of the other Jewish men from Treuchtlingen and 
taken to Dachau, where he had to stand to attention for hours in the November 
cold along with the others, dressed only in a shirt, socks, trousers and jacket. 
Anyone who moved was beaten by the SS guards. The beds had been 
removed from the camp barracks in preparation and the men were packed in, 
sleeping on straw on the hut floors. Washing was out of the question, and 
there were only two makeshift latrines. With the new, mass arrival of Jews in 
the camps, arrested for no other reason, or even pretext, than that they were 
Jews, the atmosphere changed, and the SS guards forgot the rules that had 
been established by Theodor Eicke a few years before. Mayer saw SS guards 
at Dachau beat an old man to the ground when he forgot to add the title 
‘prisoner in protective custody’ to his name at roll-call; his injuries were so 
severe that he died. Another old man with a weak bladder was beaten to death 
on the spot when he asked the SS at roll-call for leave to use the latrines. The 
death-toll at Dachau had been running at between twenty-one and forty-one a 
year from 1933 to 1936; in September 1938, twelve prisoners died, in 
October, ten. After the arrival of the Jewish prisoners, the death-toll rose to 


115 in November and 173 in December, making 276 for the year overall +81 
Goebbels’s Propaganda Ministry lost no time in presenting these events to 
the world as a spontaneous outburst of righteous anger on the part of the 
German people. “The blow struck at us by international Jewry’, the Géttingen 
Daily News-Sheet (Gottinger Tageblatt) told its readers on 11 November 
1938, ‘was too powerful for our reaction to be only verbal. A fury against 
Judaism pent up for generations was unleashed. For that the Jews can thank 
their racial fellow member Griinspan [i.e. Grynszpan], his spiritual or actual 
mentors and themselves.’ Yet, the paper assured readers, ‘the Jews themselves 


were treated quite well in the course of what happened’ 182 In similar vein, 
the flagship Nazi daily, the Racial Observer, reported, with a disregard for the 
truth that went beyond even what was normally to be found in its pages: 


All over the west side of Berlin, as in other parts of the capital where 


Jews still swagger and strut, not a single storefront window of a Jewish 
business has remained intact. The anger and fury of the citizens of 
Berlin, who maintained the greatest discipline despite everything, was 
kept within definite limits, so that excesses were avoided and not a 
single hair was touched on a Jewish head. The goods on display in the 
store windows, some of which were decorated in a quite magnificent 


manner, remained untouched.283 


Even more brazenly, the Propaganda Ministry instructed the papers on 10 
November to claim that ‘here and there window-panes had been smashed; 
synagogues had set themselves alight or burst into flames in some other way’. 
The stories, Goebbels insisted, should not be given too much prominence in 
the press, which of course was read outside Germany as well as within, and 


there were to be no pictures of the damage.184 


On 11 November 1936, in the Racial Observer, Goebbels attacked the 
‘hostility to Germany of the mostly Jewish foreign press’ for overreacting to 
the pogrom. In a widely syndicated article, replete with headlines such as 
‘Last Warning to the Jewry of the World’, he dismissed such reports as lies. 
The spontaneous reaction of the German people to the cowardly murder of 
vom Rath came from a ‘healthy instinct’. “The German people’, he declared 
proudly, ‘are an antisemitic people. They take no pleasure or delight in 
allowing themselves to be restricted in their rights or allowing themselves to 
be provoked as a nation by the parasitic Jewish race.’ The government, he 
concluded, had done all in its power to stop the demonstrations, and the 
people had obeyed. Germany and the Germans had nothing to be ashamed 


of.485 This was not the view taken by the international press, however, who 
reacted with a mixture of shock and disbelief. For many foreign observers, 
indeed, the events of 9-10 November 1938 came as a turning-point in their 


estimation of the Nazi regime.486 


Ill 


At their lunchtime meeting in the Osteria restaurant in Munich on 10 
November 1938, Hitler and Goebbels, besides finalizing the draft of the 
decree bringing the pogrom to an end, also discussed what was to be done 
next. Hitler now took up once more the idea he had mooted in his 
memorandum on the creation of the Four-Year Plan back in 1936: a law 
making Germany’s Jews collectively liable for any damage caused to the 


German people ‘by individuals from this criminal element’.182 ‘The Leader’, 


confided Goebbels to his diary, “wants to take very tough measures against 
the Jews. They must themselves put their businesses in order again. The 
insurance companies will not pay them a thing. Then the Leader wants a 


gradual expropriation of Jewish businesses.’188 Such measures indeed were 
already in train; on 14 October 1938, Goebbels had announced to a 
confidential meeting that the time had come to drive the Jews out of the 
economy altogether. Two weeks later, on 28 October, the banks had noted that 
Heydrich’s Foreign Currency Control Office was preparing measures to 
restrict the Jews’ power of disposal over their own assets. Since these assets 
had recently been registered, Hitler’s ‘compensation’ order of 10 November 
1938 could be implemented immediately. The responsibility for taking these 
steps lay with Hermann 

Goring, as head of the Four-Year Plan, and Hitler telephoned him on 11 
November 1938 ordering him to call a conference to this effect. It met on 12 
November 1938. Goring took the chair, and the hundred or so participants 
included Goebbels, Heydrich, Finance Minister Schwerin von Krosigk, 
Economics Minister Walther Funk and representatives of the police, the 
Foreign Ministry and the insurance companies. Elaborate minutes were taken. 
They were very revealing of the attitude of the Nazi leadership towards the 


Jews in the aftermath of the pogrom,189 


Goring began by reporting to the assembled participants that Hitler had 
ordered him in writing and on the phone to co-ordinate the final expropriation 
of the Jews. He complained, with a touch of irony, that the ‘demonstrations’ 
of 9-10 November had harmed the economy; consumer goods made by, and 
belonging to, the people had been destroyed. ‘I would have preferred it’, he 
said, ‘if you had beaten 200 Jews to death and hadn’t destroyed such valuable 
property.’ Goebbels added that the economy was not the only area from which 
the Jews now had to be removed. It was still possible, for example, he said, 
for them to share a compartment with Germans on a train. The minutes 
continued: 


Goebbels: .. . They will be given a separate compartment only after all 
Germans have secured seats. They are not to mix with Germans, and if 
there is no more room, they will have to stand in the corridor. 


Goring: In that case I think it would be more sensible to give them 
separate compartments. 


Goebbels: Not if the train is overcrowded! 


Goring: Just a moment. There will be only one Jewish coach. If that is 
full up, the other Jews will have to stay at home. 


Goebbels: Suppose, though, there aren’t many Jews going to the express 
train to Munich, suppose there are two Jews in the train and the other 
compartments are overcrowded. These two Jews would then have a 
compartment all to themselves. Therefore, Jews may claim a seat only 
after all Germans have secured one. 


Goring: I’d give the Jews one coach or one compartment. And should 
such a case as you mention arise and the train be overcrowded, believe 
me, we won’t need a law. We’ ll kick him out and he’! have to sit alone 


in the lavatory all the way!420 


Goebbels also wanted Jews banned from all remaining public facilities such 
as parks and gardens, beaches and resorts, insofar as they were not already. 
The separation of the Jews from the rest of German society was to be 
complete: and indeed an order was duly issued the same day by the Reich 
Chamber of Culture banning Jews from going to the cinema, the theatre, 
concerts and exhibitions. The Interior Ministry ordered them to surrender all 
firearms and forbade them to carry offensive weapons. Municipalities were 
given the right to ban them from certain streets or districts at specified times. 
Himmler withdrew their driving licences and vehicle registration documents. 
Another order, effective from 6 December 1938, prohibited Jews from using 


sports or playing fields, public baths and outdoor swimming pools.+21 


However much they may have disagreed on minor details, Goring, 
Goebbels and the others present at the meeting held on 12 November 1938 
agreed unanimously to issue a string of decrees giving concrete form to the 
various plans for the expropriation of the Jews that had been discussed over 
the previous weeks and months. The murder of vom Rath, which Goebbels’s 
propaganda apparatus had already blamed on a Jewish conspiracy, provided 
an ideal opportunity, but if it had not occurred, then something else would 
doubtless have served as a pretext instead. The issue of railway compartments 
was solved by Hitler, with whom Goring discussed the matter in December. 
The Leader decreed that no special compartments for Jews should be allowed, 
but they should be barred from using sleeping compartments or dining cars on 
long-distance expresses. He confirmed that Jews could be banned from well- 
known restaurants, luxury hotels, public squares, much-frequented streets and 
smart residential districts. Meanwhile, Jews were also barred from attending 
university. On 30 April 1939 they were stripped of their rights as tenants, thus 


paving the way for their forcible ghettoization. They could now be evicted 
without appeal if a landlord offered them alternative accommodation, no 
matter how poor. Municipal authorities could order Jews to sublet parts of 
their houses to other Jews. From the end of January 1939, all tax concessions 
were also removed from the Jews, including child benefits; they were now 


taxed at a single rate, the highest one. 192 


As an immediate result of the meeting on 12 November, the Jews were 
ordered the same day to pay a collective fine of 1 billion Reichsmarks as 
atonement for the murder of vom Rath. All Jewish taxpayers were ordered on 
21 November to pay a fifth of all their assets, as declared the previous April, 
in four tax instalments by 15 August 1939. In October 1939 the proportion 
was raised to a quarter on the grounds that the total sum of a billion 
Reichsmarks had not been reached, although in fact the total collected was no 
less than 1.127 billion. In addition, they were commanded to clear up the 
mess left by the pogrom at their own expense, and to pay for the repair of 
their own properties even though it had everywhere been damaged by the 
stormtroopers and they themselves were entirely blameless. All insurance 
payments to Jewish property-owners for the damage caused by the 
stormtroopers and their helpers were confiscated by the state. This last sum 
amounted to 225 million Reichsmarks, so that if it is added to the fine and to 
capital flight taxes, the total sum plundered from the Jewish community in 
Germany in 1938-9 reached well over 2 billion Reichsmarks, even before 


profits gained from Aryanization are taken into account.123 

Another measure promulgated on 12 November, the First Decree on the 
Exclusion of Jews from German Economic Life, banned Jews from almost all 
remaining gainful occupations in Germany and ordered any still engaged in 
them to be dismissed without compensation or pensions. A few weeks later, 
on 3 December 1938, a Decree on the Utilization of Jewish Assets ordered the 
Aryanization of all remaining Jewish businesses, allowing the state to appoint 
trustees to complete the process if necessary. Already on 1 April 1939, nearly 
15,000 of the 39,000 Jewish businesses still in existence in April 1938 had 
been wound up, some 6,000 had been Aryanized, just over 4,000 were 
undergoing Aryanization, and just over 7,000 were under investigation for the 


same purpose.+24 All these, the press trumpeted in anticipation on 12 
November, were ‘justified retributive measures for the cowardly murder of 


Ambassadorial Counsellor vom Rath’ 122 

On 21 February 1939, all Jewish cash, securities and valuables, including 
jewellery (except for wedding rings), were ordered to be deposited in special 
blocked accounts; official permits were required for any withdrawals from 


them. Permits were rarely if ever issued, and the Reich government eventually 
seized these accounts without compensation. In practice, therefore, almost all 
Jews who stayed in Germany were virtually penniless and had increasingly to 
depend for support on the charitable activities of the Reich Association of 
Jews in Germany, which had been created on 7 July 1938 as a more pliant and 
subordinate successor of the Reich Representation. Hitler explicitly ordered it 
to be kept in existence so that the Reich was not faced with the obligation to 
give support to Jews who had become utterly destitute. Other leading Nazis, 
however, argued that the now destitute and frequently unemployed Jews who 
had not yet reached retirement age - about half the remaining population - 
should be put to work for the Reich rather than being allowed to remain idle. 
Plans had already begun in October 1938, well before the pogrom, and were 
firmed up at a meeting called by Goring on 6 December 1938. On 20 
December 1938, the Reich Unemployment Agency instructed regional labour 
exchanges to ensure that, since the number of unemployed Jews had increased 
substantially, such people should be put to work, freeing up Germans for 
armaments production. 

On 4 February 1939, Martin Bormann repeated this instruction. Jewish 
workers were to be kept separate from the others. Firms that employed them 
would not suffer any disadvantage. Some were drafted into farm work, others 
in menial tasks of one kind or another. Labour service became the favoured 
means of keeping destitute Jews off the streets after they had been removed 
from the public welfare system. By May 1939, around 15,000 unemployed 
Jews were already employed on forced labour schemes, carrying out tasks 
such as rubbish collection, street-sweeping, or road construction; the ease of 
separating them from other workers meant that the last-named quickly 
became the main area into which they were drafted, and by the summer of 
1939 some 20,000 were employed on heavy construction work for the 
motorways, work for which many of them were physically totally unprepared. 
Jewish forced labour remained on a relatively small scale in 1939, but already 
it was clear that it would reach much greater dimensions once war came, and 
plans were drawn up early in the year for the creation of special labour camps 


in which Jewish work draftees would be housed.42& 


IV 


When, on 16 November 1938, Heydrich finally ordered the arrests of Jewish 
men in the wake of the pogrom to stop, he did not do so with the purpose of 
simply releasing them back into society to continue their life in the Third 


Reich, such as it was. All Jews over sixty, sick or handicapped Jews and Jews 
involved in Aryanization processes were to be freed immediately. The release 
of others was made conditional in many cases on their promise to leave the 
country. Moritz Mayer’s wife was told that he would not be released until his 
brothers and sisters, who had already emigrated, made over their share in his 
property to him; he was released on condition that he sell his house and 
business. Turning over the negotiations to a local non-Jewish businessman, 
Mayer left for Palestine with his brother Albert and their families in February 


1939, never to return. 497 As his example makes clear, the pogrom can only 
be understood in the context of the regime’s drive to force Jews to emigrate 
and thereby bring Jewish life in Germany to an end. The SS Security Service 
reported shortly afterwards that Jewish emigration had considerably declined 
and... almost come to a standstill as a consequence of the defensive posture 
of foreign countries and the lack of sufficient currency reserves in their 
possession. A contributory factor was the absolute resignation of the Jews, 
whose organizations only carried on performing their task under increased 
pressure from the authorities. In this situation, the November-action brought 
about a fundamental change. 


The ‘radical procedure against the Jews in the November days’, continued the 
report, had ‘increased the Jewish community’s will to emigrate . . . in the 
highest degree’. In the following months, measures were taken to try and 


translate this will into action, 128 


In January 1939, Heydrich took the further step of ordering police 
authorities all over Germany to release all Jewish concentration camp 
prisoners who had emigration papers in their possession, and to tell them that 
they would be returned to the camp for life if they ever came back to 
Germany. There were still many Jewish men in the camps at this point, 
following the mass arrests of 9-10 November the previous year, and they were 


given three weeks to leave the country after their release.+29 Yet at the same 
time, Nazi policies within Germany were actually making it more difficult for 
Jews to leave. The bureaucratic formalities that accompanied the application 
process for emigration were so complicated that they made it impossible for 
all but a few of those arrested in November 1938 to meet the three-week 
deadline. Jewish agencies worked reasonably well with officials in the Reich 
Interior Ministry, often former Nationalists or Centre Party members, in 
organizing emigration up to 30 January 1939, but at this point Goring, as head 
of the Four-Year Plan, passed the task of arranging Jewish emigration over to 
the Reich Centre for Jewish Emigration, founded on 24 January 1939 under 


Heydrich’s control. Jews’ funds were blocked so that they could not pay their 
passage to America. One of the aims of the Centre was ‘to take care that the 
emigration of poorer Jews is given preferential treatment’ since, as a Foreign 
Ministry circular noted in January 1939, ‘it would increase antisemitism in 
the western countries, in which Jews have found refuge . . . It is emphasized 
that it is in the German interest to pursue the Jews as beggars over the 
borders, for the poorer the immigrant, the greater the burden on the receiving 


country,’209 

Despite all these obstacles there was a sharp rise in Jewish emigration from 
Germany after the pogrom and the arrests. Panic-stricken Jews crowded 
foreign embassies and consulates in their desperation to obtain entry visas. 
The numbers who succeeded in getting them are almost impossible to 
estimate, but according to Jewish organizations’ own statistics, there were 
about 324,000 Germans of Jewish faith still in the country at the end of 1937, 
and 269,000 at the end of 1938. By May 1939 this figure had fallen again to 
just under 188,000, and it fell again to 164,000 by the outbreak of war in 
September 1939. The official census taken at this time showed that there were 
233,646 racially defined Jews left in Germany. Of them, 213,930 adhered to 
the Judaic faith, leaving around 20,000 Jewish members of the Christian 
Churches. Roughly 26,000 of the total were foreign Jews, however, so 
according to the official figures there were around 207,000 German Jews left 
in the ‘old Reich’ by this time, about 187,000 of whom practised the Judaic 
faith. In effect, therefore, the figures supplied by Jewish organizations were 
roughly correct, since Christian Jews and foreign Jews more or less cancelled 


each other’s numbers out.224 

According to one estimate, 115,000 Jews left Germany in the ten months or 
so between 10 November 1938 and 1 September 1939, making a total of 
around 400,000 who had fled the country since the Nazi seizure of power. 
Most were now fleeing to countries outside the mainland of Europe: in all, 
132,000 to the USA, around 60,000 to Palestine, 40,000 to the United 
Kingdom 10,000 each to Brazil and Argentina, 7,000 to Australia, 5,000 to 
South Africa, and 9,000 to the free port of Shanghai, which was to prove an 
unexpectedly accommodating refuge well into the war. Many more Germans 
who were classified as Jewish even though they did not practise the Jewish 
faith joined the flood of emigrants. So many people fled in terror without 
even a passport or a visa that neighbouring states began to set up special 
camps for them. Before the pogrom, the question of whether or not to 
emigrate had been a topic of continual and impassioned debate among 
Germany’s Jews; afterwards, there was no doubt left. There was no pretence 


any more on the part of the regime that Jews would be protected by law; they 
were, in effect, fair game for any Nazi activist or official to exploit, beat, 
arrest or kill. For many Jews, the shock of the pogrom was profound, 
destroying any last illusion they might have had that their patriotism, their 
war service, their skills, their education, or even the fact that they were human 


beings would protect them from the Nazis.202 
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Map 16. Jews in the Nazi Racial Census of 1939 
Already at the Evian conference it had been clear that nativists and 
xenophobes in a number of countries were pressuring their governments to 


halt Jewish immigration from Germany in case their native culture became 
‘swamped’ - hardly a likely prospect when the overall numbers of German 
Jews were so small, even leaving aside other considerations. By the same 
token, however, Jewish children could be acculturated into their host nations 
relatively easily; and the shock that went round the world at the events of 9- 
10 November 1938 and the subsequent drastic deterioration of the situation of 
the remaining Jews in Germany prompted a range of schemes to provide 
Jewish children with new homes abroad. Seventeen hundred children were 
sent to Holland, and more than 9,000 to the United Kingdom. But an attempt 
by Protestant and Catholic clergy to obtain entry for 20,000 children into the 
United States foundered on the rock of public opinion. A bill to this effect was 
withdrawn by its sponsor, Senator Robert F. Wagner, when Congress insisted 
that the 20,000 places be accommodated in existing immigration quotas, 


which would have meant refusing entry to 20,000 adults.293 Emigration was 


becoming more difficult than ever as the war drew near: another example of 
the increasingly irrational and contradictory nature of the policies of the Nazi 
regime on a wider scale. 

Remaining in Germany was anything other than an easy option, however, as 
the experience of Victor Klemperer showed. As the antisemitic atmosphere 
became thicker in the spring and summer of 1938, Klemperer had to endure 
repeated harassment by the local authority over petty details of the 
construction and maintenance of his house and garden at Déltzschen, on the 
outskirts of Dresden. In May 1938 the Klemperers’ non-Jewish charlady 
resigned after the local authorities had threatened to dismiss her daughter 
from her job if she continued to work with them. Living outside town, the 
Klemperers escaped the violence of 9- 10 November 1938, but on 11 
November two policemen subjected their house to a thorough search 
(allegedly for hidden weapons): Klemperer’s wartime sabre was discovered in 
the attic and he was taken into custody. Although he was treated courteously 
and released after a few hours without being charged, it was nevertheless a 
considerable shock. A more severe blow came when Klemperer, already 
banned from using the reading room of the local library the previous year, 
was Officially barred from entering the library at all. The librarian in charge of 
the lending section, Klemperer reported, wept as he issued the ban; he wanted 


to kill the Nazis, he said (‘not simply kill, - torture, torture, torture’).204 The 
sharp increase in the tempo of antisemitic legislation after the pogrom began 
to restrict Klemperer’s life in other ways too. On 6 December 1938 he noted 
Himmler’s new decree withdrawing driving licences from all Jews and the 
ban on Jews visiting public cinemas. Unable to continue his work on 


eighteenth-century French literature because he could no longer use the 
library, Klemperer was now deprived of his two main leisure activities as 
well. He was faced with a large tax bill as part of the aftermath of the pogrom 
and feared that his house would soon be confiscated. Further attempts to 
emigrate came to nothing, though his friends and acquaintances were leaving 
the country in ever-growing numbers. A compulsive writer, Klemperer now 
turned to composing his memoirs, and his diary entries became ever more 
voluminous. He remained convinced that German Jews were Germans first 
and Jews second and continued to think of Zionism as little better than 
Nazism. But life was becoming rapidly harder, and he looked forward with 


foreboding to the future.299 


A similar atmosphere of gloom spread through the household of Luise 
Solmitz and her Jewish husband. Immediately after the pogrom, the Gestapo 
called on them and were only dissuaded from arresting Friedrich Solmitz 
when he showed them his war medals. Nevertheless, he had to surrender his 
old war weapons (‘touched in honour, surrendered in shame’). The fine levied 
on German Jews came as a further shock. ‘Now Freddy admits it too: we are 
annihilated.” Once again, however, Solmitz’s war service protected him. 
Asked by finance officials whether he wanted to emigrate he replied: ‘I am an 
old officer, born in Germany, and will die in Germany too.’ The officials 
allowed him to make over his property and assets to his wife so that they 
escaped confiscation. But the ban on Jews attending the theatre and other 
public events, and the looming threat of destitution, weighed heavily on their 
minds. ‘One doesn’t dare enjoy one’s possessions any more,’ wrote Luise 


Solmitz. ‘Today the house is no refuge, no protection any more.’298 


V 


By the summer of 1939, as these experiences indicated, the remaining Jews in 
Germany had been completely marginalized, isolated and deprived of their 
main means of earning a living. This was not enough for Heydrich, however. 
At the meeting of 12 November 1938, Heydrich had admitted that it would 
not be possible to force all of them to emigrate within a short space of time. 
He suggested that those Jews who stayed in Germany in the meantime should 
be made to wear a special badge. ‘But, my dear Heydrich,’ Goring had 
protested, ‘you won’t be able to avoid the creation of ghettoes on a very large 


scale in all the cities. They will have to be created,’297 For the moment, as 
Goring reported on 6 December 1938, Hitler himself vetoed the proposal to 
concentrate Jews in specific houses and to oblige them to wear a yellow 


badge in public, out of consideration for international opinion, which had 
reacted critically to the pogrom and the consequent legislation; and he also 
limited measures against mixed marriages and people of mixed race as 
defined by the Nuremberg Laws, in case harsh treatment would arouse 
discontent amongst their non-Jewish relatives. In practice, however, Jewish 
society in Germany was fast retreating into a ghetto anyway, almost 
completely cut off from mainstream everyday life, fast slipping beyond the 


consciousness of most Germans altogether.208 


It was at this time, following the unopposed mass violence of 9- 10 
November and the imprisonment in concentration camps of 30,000 Jewish 
men, if only for a few weeks, without any serious opposition being offered, 
that Hitler began for the first time to threaten their complete physical 
annihilation. Over the course of the previous two years, he had held back with 
public statements of hostility towards the Jews, partly out of foreign policy 
considerations, partly out of a desire to distance himself personally from what 
he knew was one of his regime’s less popular aspects amongst the great 
majority of the German people. It was fully in line with this approach that he 
withdrew from the Party meeting on 9 November once he had taken the 


decision to launch the pogrom.222 But this relative abstention from public 


justification of antisemitic policy in rhetoric did not mean that Hitler had 
withdrawn from the implementation of antisemitic policy in practice. He 
discussed it on a number of occasions in private during 1936 and 1937, and 
there is little doubt that his Party Rally speech in September 1937 provided 
the deliberate stimulus for the intensification of antisemitism that began again 


at that point.218 In characteristic fashion, he presented the pogrom as the 
expression of a universal and fanatical hatred of the Jews amongst the 
German population, which he himself was doing his best to rein in. ‘What do 
you think, Mr Pirow,’ he asked the South African Defence Minister on 24 
November, ‘would happen in Germany, if I took my protecting hand away 


from the Jews? The world could not imagine it’2 The scarcely veiled threat 
here was palpable. Hitler was keen to pressure the Evian powers into 
accepting more refugees, and he did this not least by making it clear what 
would happen to Germany’s Jews if they were refused entry to other 
countries. On 21 January 1939 he told the Czechoslovakian Foreign Minister: 
‘The Jews among us will be annihilated. The Jews had not carried out 9th 


November 1938 in vain; this day will be avenged.’212 

On 30 January 1939, Hitler repeated these threats in public, and broadened 
them onto a European scale. Speaking to the Reichstag on the sixth 
anniversary of his appointment as Reich Chancellor, he said: 


I have often been a prophet in my life and I was mostly laughed at. In 
the time of my struggle for power it was in the first place the Jewish 
people who received with nothing but laughter my prophecy that one 
day I would take over the leadership of the state and with it the whole 
people and then among many other things bring the Jewish problem to 
its solution. I believe that the roars of laughter of those days may well 
have suffocated in the throats of the Jews in the meantime. 


I want to be a prophet again today: if international finance Jewry in Europe 
and beyond should succeed once more in plunging the peoples into a world 
war, then the result will not be the Bolshevization of the earth and thus the 


victory of Jewry, but the annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe.213 


This threat, broadcast on the weekly newsreel in its entirety, could not have 
been more public. It was to remembered and cited on numerous subsequent 
occasions. It deserves, therefore, the closest consideration. 

The pogrom of November 1938 reflected the regime’s radicalization in the 


final stages of preparation for war.2/4 Part of this preparation in Hitler’s mind 


had to consist of the neutralization of what he conceived of as the Jewish 
threat. With a disdain for reality characteristic of paranoid antisemites, he 
assumed that ‘international finance’ was working together with international 
Communism, both steered from behind the scenes by the Jews, to broaden out 
this European war, which they knew Germany would win, onto a world scale, 
which could only mean by bringing the United States into it. This would be 
the only way they would stand any chance of success. By the time it 
happened, Germany would be master of Europe and have the vast majority of 
the continent’s Jews in its grasp. Anticipating this moment, therefore, Hitler 
was announcing that he would hold Europe’s Jews hostage as a means of 
deterring America from entering the war. If the USA did come in on the side 
of Germany’s enemies, then the Jews, not just in Germany, but in all Europe, 
would be killed. Nazi terrorism had now acquired an additional dimension: 


the practice, on the largest possible scale, of hostage-taking.242 


Vi 


The radicalization of antisemitism that took place in 1938 thus formed part of 
what everybody knew was the final run-up to the long-prepared war for the 
German domination and racial reordering of Europe. Expelling or, failing 
that, isolating Germany’s Jewish population was, in the Nazis’ paranoid racist 


ideology, an essential prerequisite for establishing internal security and 
warding off the threat from within - a threat that, in reality, existed only in 
their own imaginations. Radicalization occurred in 1938 not least because, 
indeed, this process of conquest and reorganization had already begun, 
Starting with the annexation of Austria. Germany’s Jewish population had 
been, by and large, prosperous, and its expropriation by the state, and by 
numerous private businesses, was accelerated at this time not least because of 
the increasingly desperate need for hard cash to pay Germany’s rapidly 
growing armaments bill. It is tempting to describe anti-Jewish violence in the 
Third Reich as a ‘regression into barbarism’, but this is fundamentally to 
misunderstand its dynamics. Boycotts and expropriations of Jewish shops and 
businesses were driven on in particular by lower-middle-class small 
businessmen who may have been disappointed by the regime’s failure to 
better their economic position by more conventional means. But the social 
and economic extinction of Germany’s Jewish community was also ordered 
from above, as part of a general preparation for war. It was justified by a 
radical nationalist ideology that was linked, not to a vague vision of 
Germany’s return to some quiet medieval backwater, but on the contrary to a 
technologically advanced war of European domination, predicated on what 
counted at the time as the most modern, scientific criteria of racial fitness and 
racial supremacy. 

That antisemitism in its racist guise was a fundamentally modern ideology 
can also be seen from its manifestations in other East-Central European 
countries at this time. In Poland, too, there was a rabidly antisemitic party in 
the form of Roman Dmowski’s Endeks, who attracted a broad coalition of the 
middle classes behind an increasingly fascist ideology during the 1930s. 
Poland was ruled by a military junta after 1935, and the Endeks were in 
opposition; nevertheless, they organized widespread boycotts of Jewish shops 
and businesses, which were often accompanied by considerable violence: one 
estimate claims that 350 Polish Jews were killed and 500 injured in violent 
antisemitic incidents in over 150 Polish towns and cities between December 
1935 and March 1939. The Endeks pressed for the disfranchisement of the 
Jews, the banning of Jews from the army, the universities, the business world, 
the professions and much more besides. Poland’s Jews - 10 per cent of the 
population, some 3.5 million people - were to be herded into ghettoes and 
then forced to emigrate. Such pressure forced the increasingly weak 
government, disoriented by the death of the Polish dictator Pitsudski in 1935, 
to consider antisemitic measures to try and stop its support seeping away to 
the Endeks. Already since the 1920s, Jews had been effectively excluded 
from employment in the public sector and from receiving government 


business contracts. Now strict limits were set on Jewish access to secondary 
and higher education and medical and legal practice. Jewish students in 
Poland’s universities fell from 25 per cent in 1921-33 to 8 per cent in 1938- 
9,216 


By this time, Polish students had succeeded in forcing their Jewish fellow 
students to occupy separate ‘ghetto-benches’ in lectures. In addition, 
increasingly severe restrictions were imposed on Jewish export businesses 
and artisanal workshops - a mainstay of Jewish economic life in a country 
where the Jews were on the whole not among the better-off sections of 
society. In 1936 the government outlawed the ritual slaughter of animals 
according to Judaic prescription, a direct attack not only on Judaic religious 
tradition but also on the livelihood of the numerous Jews who made a living 
from it. A ban on Sunday shopping struck at Jewish retailers, who now either 
had to open on the Jewish Sabbath or lose customers by staying closed two 
days a week. In 1938 the government party adopted a thirteen-point 
programme on the Jewish question, proposing a variety of new measures to 
underline the Jews’ status as aliens in the Polish national state. By 1939 the 
professions had barred Jews from joining them even if they had managed to 
obtain the requisite qualifications at university. Increasingly, the government 
party was thus taking on board policies first advanced by the Nazis in 
Germany: in January 1939, for example, some of its deputies put forward a 
proposal for a Polish equivalent of the Nuremberg Laws. 

Nevertheless, there was one crucial difference. The vast majority of 
Poland’s Jews spoke Yiddish rather than Polish and adhered strongly to the 
Judaic religion. They appeared to Polish nationalists, as they did to the Polish 
Catholic Church, as a major obstacle to national integration. They were in 
effect treated as a national minority in the new Polish state. Polish 
antisemitism was thus by and large religious rather than racist, although the 
boundaries between the two inevitably became more than blurred in the 


violence of antisemitic rhetoric and following the Nazi example.21Z By the 
late 1930s, the Polish government was pressing the international community 
to allow massive Jewish emigration from the country - a major reason for the 
summoning of the Evian conference, as we have seen. One idea, a 
commonplace of antisemites in many parts of Europe since the late nineteenth 
century, was to send the Jews to the French island of Madagascar, off the east 
African coast. Lengthy but inconclusive negotiations took place between the 


Polish and French governments on this issue in the late 1930s.218 


Similar ideas and policies could be found in other countries in East-Central 
Europe that were struggling to build a new national identity at this time, most 


notably Romania and Hungary.212 These countries had their own fascist 


movements, in the form of the Iron Guard in Romania and the Arrow Cross in 
Hungary, that yielded little or nothing to the German National Socialists in the 
virulence of their hatred of the Jews; as in Germany, antisemitism here too 
was linked to radical nationalism, the belief that the nation had not achieved 
its full realization and that it was above all the Jews who were preventing it 
from doing so. In Romania, there were around 750,000 Jews in the early 
1930s, or 4.2 per cent of the population, and as in Poland they counted as a 
national minority. Under increasing pressure from the radical fascist Iron 
Guard in the later 1930s, King Carol appointed a short-lived right-wing 
regime that began to enact antisemitic legislation which the King continued to 
enforce when he took over as dictator in 1938. By September 1939, at least 
270,000 Jews had been deprived of their Romanian citizenship; many had 
been expelled from the professions, including the judiciary, the police, 
teaching and the officer corps, and all were coming under heavy pressure to 


emigrate.229 


The situation of the 445,000 or so Jews in Hungary was closer to that of 
Jews in Germany than to that of Jews in Poland: that is, they spoke Hungarian 
and were strongly acculturated. Most of them lived in Budapest, the capital, 
and regarded themselves as Hungarians in every respect. The prominence of 
Jews in the short-lived, radical Communist regime of Béla Kun in 1919 
fuelled antisemitism on the right. The state’s counter-revolutionary ruler, 
Admiral Miklos Horthy, allied Hungary to Nazi Germany in the late 1930s in 
the hope of winning back territory lost to Czechoslovakia and Romania in the 
Peace Settlement of 1919. This in turn brought new supporters to the Arrow 
Cross, whose popularity the government tried to undercut in May 1938 by 
passing the First Jewish Law, which imposed detailed restrictions on the 
proportion of Jewish employees in businesses, in the professions and other 
walks of life. Later in the same year a Second Jewish Law was passed, 
coming into effect in May 1939, tightening these quotas from 20 per cent to 6 
per cent and barring Jews altogether from running newspapers, cinemas and 
theatres, from teaching, from buying land, from serving as officers in the 
army, and from joining the civil service. These laws, clearly reflecting the 
influence of Nazi Germany, were to a large extent racial in character, affecting 
for example Jews who had converted to Christianity after 1919. Horthy 
himself disliked this fact, but was unable to prevent the racial clauses of these 


laws from coming into force,224 


On a broader scale, all the states created or refounded in East-Central 
Europe at the end of the Second World War on the principle, enunciated by 


US President Woodrow Wilson, of national self-determination, contained 
large national minorities, which they attempted with a greater or lesser degree 
of force to assimilate to the dominant national culture. But the Jews in nearly 
all of them bore the additional burden of being regarded by nationalist 
extremists as agents of a worldwide conspiracy, allied to Russian 
Communism on the one hand and international finance on the other, and so 
posing a threat to national independence many times greater than that of other 
minorities within their borders. Seen in the context of other countries in East- 
Central Europe, therefore, the policies adopted and enforced by the Nazis 
against the Jews between 1933 and 1939 do not seem so unusual. Germany 
was far from the only country in the region at this time that restricted Jewish 
rights, deprived Jews of their economic livelihood, tried to get Jews to 
emigrate in large numbers, or witnessed outbursts of violence, destruction and 
murder against its Jewish population. Even in France there was a strong 
current of antisemitism on the right, fuelled by bitter hostility to the Popular 
Front government of Léon Blum, himself a Jew and a socialist and supported 
in the Chamber of Deputies by the Communist Party, that came to power in 
1936. 

Yet there were obviously also real differences, which arose partly out of the 
fact that Germany was far larger, more powerful and, despite the economic 
crisis of the early 1930s, more prosperous than other countries in the region, 
partly out of the fact that Germany’s Jewish minority was far more 
acculturated than Jewish minorities in Poland or Romania. Only in Germany 
was racial legislation actually introduced and enforced in the area of marriage 
and sexual relations, although a law along these lines was proposed in 
Romania; only in Germany were the Jews systematically robbed of their 
property, their jobs and their livelihood, although restrictions on all of these 
were certainly imposed elsewhere; only in Germany did the government 
organize a nationwide pogrom, although there were certainly pogroms in their 
hundreds elsewhere; and only in Germany did the country’s rulers succeed in 
driving more than half the entire Jewish population into exile, although there 
were certainly powerful political groups who dearly wanted to do this 
elsewhere. Above all, only in Germany did nationalist extremists actually 
seize power in the 1930s rather than wield influence; and only in Germany 
was the elimination of Jewish influence regarded by the state and its ruling 
party as the indispensable basis for a rebirth of the national spirit and the 
creation of a new, racially pure human society. The antisemitic policies of the 
Third Reich became something of a model for antisemites in other countries 
during these years, but nowhere else was there a regime in power that 
regarded it as crucial that they should be implemented all the way down the 


line and extended to the whole of Europe. The time for the Third Reich to 
take such steps had not yet arrived. It would only come with the outbreak of 
the Second World War. 


7 


THE ROAD TO WAR 


FROM WEAKNESS TO STRENGTH 


I 


Hitler’s working habits were irregular. He had always been a stranger to 
routine. His Bohemianism was still evident in his lifestyle after he came to 
power. He often stayed up well into the small hours watching movies in his 
private cinema, and he was often very late to rise the next day. Generally, he 
would start work at about ten in the moming, spending two or three hours 
hearing reports from Hans Heinrich Lammers, head of the Reich Chancellery 
and Hitler’s principal link with his Ministers, and Walther Funk, Goebbels’s 
deputy in the Propaganda Ministry. After covering the administrative, 
legislative and propaganda issues of the day, he would sometimes take time 
for urgent consultations with individual Ministers, or with State Secretary 
Otto Meissner, who ran what had once been the President’s office. Lunch was 
routinely prepared for one in the afternoon, but sometimes had to be 
postponed if Hitler was delayed. Guests would generally consist of Hitler’s 
immediate entourage, including his adjutants, his chauffeurs and _ his 
photographer, Heinrich Hoffmann. Goring, Goebbels and Himmler attended 
with varying degrees of frequency, and later on Albert Speer, but most senior 
Ministers were seldom to be seen. If they were out of favour, indeed, they 
were never admitted to Hitler’s presence at all: Agriculture Minister Walther 
Darré for instance tried without success for more than two years to see Hitler 
in the late 1930s to discuss the worsening food supply situation. After lunch, 
Hitler would hold discussions on foreign policy issues and military matters 
with a variety of advisers, or pore over architectural plans with Speer. Rather 
than spend hours wading through mountains of paperwork, Hitler always 
preferred to talk to people, which he did at great length, and usually without 


interruption from his sycophantic listeners, over lunch or dinner 


When Hitler was in residence at his retreat at the Obersalzberg in the 
Bavarian Alps his lifestyle was even less regular. Originally a small hilltop 
chalet, this was reconstructed after 1933 to form a large complex of buildings 
known collectively as the Berghof (‘mountain court’ or ‘mountain farm’), 
with stunning views across the mountains from a terrace and further buildings 
down the hill for members of his entourage. Here, he would sometimes fail to 
emerge from his private quarters until the early afternoon, go for a walk down 
the hill (a car was waiting at the bottom to take him back up again), greet the 
streams of ordinary citizens who toiled up the mountain to file silently past 


him and removed pieces of his fence as souvenirs and take refreshments on 
the terrace if the weather was good. After dinner there would be more old 
movies, and he seldom went to bed before two or three in the morning. He 
was often accompanied here by Eva Braun, an attractive young woman, 
twenty-three years his junior, and a former employee of Heinrich Hoffmann. 
Hitler’s sex life, the subject of much lurid speculation then and later, appears 
to have been completely conventional, except for the fact that he refused to 
marry or to admit to any relationships to the wider public, for fear that doing 
so would compromise the aura of lonesome power and invulnerability with 
which propaganda had surrounded him. Earlier on, in 1931, his niece Angela 
(‘Geli’) Raubal was killed in an accident, giving rise to unsavoury, but 
unfounded, rumours about their relationship. Eva Braun, a naive and 
submissive young woman, was Clearly in awe of Hitler, and felt overwhelmed 
by his attention. The relationship was quickly accepted by Hitler’s entourage, 
but kept secret from the public. Living in luxury, with few duties, Eva Braun 
was present at the Berghof as Hitler’s private companion, not his official 


consort.2 

The absence of routine in Hitler’s style of leadership meant that he paid 
little attention to detailed issues in which he was not interested, such as the 
management of the labour force, or the details of financial management, 
which he happily left to Schacht and his successors. This could mean on 
occasion that he put his signature to measures which had to be shelved 
because of opposition from powerful vested interests, as in a decree on the 


Labour Front issued in October 1934.2 It also meant that those who had, or 
controlled, direct personal access to him could wield considerable influence. 
Access became an increasingly important key to power. Hitler’s Bohemian 
lifestyle did not mean, however, that he was lazy or inactive, or that he 
withdrew from domestic politics after 1933. When the occasion demanded, he 
could intervene powerfully and decisively. Albert Speer, who was with him 
often in the second half of the 1930s, observed that while he appeared to 
waste a great deal of time, ‘he often allowed a problem to mature during the 
weeks when he seemed entirely taken up with trivial matters. Then, after the 
“sudden insight” came, he would spend a few days of intensive work giving 


final shape to his solution.’4 Hitler, in other words, was erratic rather than 
lazy in his working habits. He wrote his own speeches, and he frequently 
engaged in lengthy and exhausting tours around Germany, speaking, meeting 
officials and carrying out his ceremonial functions as head of state. In areas 
where he did take a real interest, he did not hesitate to give a direct lead, even 
on matters of detail. In art and culture, for instance, Hitler laid down the 


policy to be followed, and personally inspected the pictures selected for 
exhibition or suppression. His prejudices - against the composer Paul 
Hindemith, for example - invariably proved decisive. In racial policy, too, 
Hitler took a leading role, pushing on or slowing down the implementation of 
antisemitic and other measures as he thought circumstances dictated. In areas 
such as these, Hitler was not merely reacting to initiatives from his 
subordinates, as some have suggested. Moreover, it was Hitler who laid down 
the broad, general principles that policy had to follow. These were simple, 
clear and easy to grasp, and they had been drummed into the minds and hearts 
of Nazi activists since the 1920s through his book My Struggle, through his 
speeches and through the vast and ceaselessly active propaganda machine 
built up by the Party before 1933 and the Propaganda Ministry after that. 
Hitler’s underlings did not have to imagine what he would want in any given 
situation: the principles that guided their conduct were there for all to grasp; 
all they had to do was to fill in the small print. Beyond this, too, at decisive 
moments, such as the boycott action of 1 April 1933 or the pogrom of 9-10 
November 1938, Hitler personally ordered action to be taken, in terms that 
necessarily, from his point of view, avoided specifics, but were none the less 


unmistakeable in their general thrust.2 

The area in which Hitler took the most consistent and most detailed interest, 
however, was undeniably that of foreign policy and preparation for war. It 
was without question Hitler, personally, who drove Germany towards war 
from the moment he became Reich Chancellor, subordinating every other 
aspect of policy to this overriding aim and, as we have seen, creating a 
growing number of stresses and strains in the economy, society and the 
political system as a result. The war he envisaged was to be far more 
extensive than a series of limited conflicts designed to revise the territorial 
provisions of the Treaty of Versailles. On one of many similar occasions, he 
announced on 23 May 1928 that his intention was ‘to lead our people into 
bloody action, not for an adjustment of its boundaries, but to save it into the 
most distant future by securing so much land and ground that the future 


receives back many times the blood shed’.© He did not modify this intention 
after he came to power. In early August 1933, for instance, he told two 
visiting American businessmen that he wanted to annex not only Austria, the 
Polish corridor and Alsace-Lorraine but also the German-speaking parts of 
Denmark, Italy, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia and Romania as well. This meant 


total German domination over Europe.Z In the long run, indeed, he intended 


Germany to dominate the world.2 But to begin with, of course, Hitler had to 
contend with the problem that Germany was extremely weak internationally, 


its armed forces severely limited by the Treaty of Versailles, its economy 
depressed, its internal constitution, as he thought, chaotic and divided, beset 
by enemies within. Hitler’s initial aim, therefore, which guided his foreign 
policy for the first two years and more of the Third Reich, was to keep 


Germany’s potential enemies at bay while the country rearmed.2 

It was in practice not difficult to do this. Germany enjoyed a great deal of 
sympathy internationally in the early-to-mid-1930s. The idealism that had 
played such a huge part in the creation of the Peace Settlement of 1918-19 
had long turned round to work against it. The principle of national self- 
determination, invoked to give independence to countries like Poland, had 
manifestly been denied to Germany itself, as millions of German-speakers in 
Austria, in the Czech Sudetenland, in parts of Silesia (now part of Poland), 
and elsewhere had been refused the right for the lands they lived in to become 
part of the Reich. A widespread feeling amongst British and French elites that 
the First World War had been the disastrous result of a chapter of accidents 
and poor decisions fuelled a sense of guilt at the harshness of the peace terms 
and a general disbelief in the war guilt clause that pinned the blame on 
Germany. Reparations had been brought to a premature end in 1932, but the 
continued restrictions on Germany’s armaments seemed unfair and absurd to 
many, especially in the face of belligerently nationalist and authoritarian 
governments in countries like Hungary and Poland. For Britain and France 
the Depression meant financial retrenchment, and a huge reluctance to spend 
any more money on arms, especially in view of the perceived need to defend 
and maintain their far-flung overseas empires in India, Africa, Indo-China and 
elsewhere. In France, the late onset of the Depression, in the mid-1930s, made 
rapid rearmarment extremely difficult anyway. Most of the postwar 
generation of politicians in Britain and France were second-rate figures. 
Having seen the best and brightest of their generation killed on the front in the 
First World War, they were determined to avoid a repetition of the slaughter if 
they were humanly able to. Their reluctance to prepare for, still less to go to, 
war, over problems of European politics that seemed eminently soluble by 
other means, with a modicum of goodwill on all sides, was compounded, 
finally, by a nagging fear of what such a war would bring: not only renewed 
carnage in the trenches but also massive aerial bombardment of the great 
cities, huge destruction and loss of civilian life, and possibly even social 


revolution as well,10 


Map 17. Ethnic Germans in Central and Eastern Europe, 1937 

Thus in effect all Hitler had to do to get through the initial, dangerous phase 
of rearmament was to appease international opinion by assuring everybody 
that all he wanted to do was to redress the wrongs of the Peace Settlement, 
achieve an acceptable degree of national self-determination for the Germans 
and restore his country to its rightful, equal place in the world of nations, 
complete with adequate means with which to defend itself against potential 
aggressors. And this, essentially, is what he did up to the middle of 1938, with 
the backing not only of the Nazi Party’s Foreign Policy Office under Alfred 
Rosenberg but also of the conservative bureaucrats who still dominated the 
German Foreign Office under Baron Konstantin von Neurath. Nationalists to 
a man, the officials had chafed at the policy of fulfilment pursued by Foreign 
Minister Gustav Stresemann in the 1920s, and welcomed the change of tack 
brought about by Reich Chancellor Heinrich Bruning, who had replaced 
Stresemann’s senior aide with the more aggressively inclined Bernhard von 


Biilow as State Secretary in 1930. The diplomats welcomed the new regime in 
January 1933, especially since Neurath, who continued as Foreign Minister 
from the previous government at the express wish of President Hindenburg, 
was one of their own. On 13 March 1933 Bulow submitted a memorandum to 
Neurath and Defence Minister Blomberg in which he stressed that the 
medium-term aims of foreign policy, now that reparations had been wound up 
and the French, British and Americans had ended their military occupation of 
the Rhineland, should be to get back the territory lost to the Poles in 1918-19, 
and to incorporate Austria into the Reich. In the immediate future, however, 
he advised, Germany should avoid any aggressive moves until rearmament 


had restored its strength.1 

But the road to achieving this was a rocky one. International disarmament 
negotiations begun in Geneva early in 1932 had run into the sands because the 
British and French had been unwilling to allow parity to Germany either by 
running down their own armed forces or permitting the Germans to build up 
theirs. Increasingly keen to introduce conscription, particularly in view of the 
growing threat of Ernst R6hm’s brownshirts as an ersatz army, Defence 
Minister Blomberg, with the support of the Foreign Ministry, bypassed Hitler 
and encouraged the German representatives in Geneva to take a hard line in 
the face of continuing Anglo-French objections to the removal of limitations 
on German arms. As negotiations reached deadlock, Blomberg persuaded 
Hitler to pull out on 14 October 1933, and to underscore the significance of 
this move by withdrawing Germany from the League of Nations, the main 


sponsor of the negotiations, at the same time.t2 The move was made, Hitler 
declared, ‘in view of the unreasonable, humiliating and degrading demands of 
the other Powers’. Protesting his desire for peace and his willingness to 
disarm if the other Powers did the same, Hitler declared, in a lengthy speech 
broadcast on the radio the same evening, that the deliberate degradation of 
Germany could no longer be tolerated. Germany had been humiliated by the 
Peace Settlement and plunged into economic disaster by reparations; to add 
insult to injury by refusing to grant equality in disarmament talks was too 
much to bear. The decision, he announced, would be put to the German 


people in a plebiscite.43 Held a few weeks later, it delivered the predictably 
overwhelming majority in favour of Hitler’s decision, thanks not least to 
massive intimidation and electoral manipulation. Although it is impossible to 
say with certainty, it is likely that a majority of the electors would have 
backed withdrawal in a free vote; only former Communists and left-wing 
Social Democrats would have been likely to have voted ‘no’ if voting had 


been free 14 


Departure from the League of Nations was the first decisive step in the 
foreign policy of the Third Reich. It was followed rapidly by another move 
that caused general astonishment both within Germany and without: a ten- 
year non-aggression pact with Poland, signed on 26 January 1934, forced 
through by Hitler personally over serious reservations on the part of the 
Foreign Office. For Hitler, the pact’s advantage was that it covered Germany’s 
vulnerable eastern flank during the period of secret rearmament, improved 
trade relations, which were extremely poor at the time, and provided some 
security for the free city of Danzig, which was now run by a Nazi local 
government under League of Nations suzerainty but was cut off from the rest 
of Germany by the corridor to the Baltic granted to Poland by the Peace 
Settlement. The pact could be used to demonstrate to Britain and other powers 
that Germany was a peaceful nation; even the much-admired Gustav 
Stresemann, Foreign Minister during the Weimar Republic, had not concluded 
an ‘Eastern Locarno’, only managing to settle matters in the West through the 
treaty of that name. For the Poles, it served as a substitute for the security 
formerly provided by the League of Nations, and replaced the alliance 
concluded in 1921 with France, whose internal political and economic 
situation was making it look increasingly unsatisfactory as a defensive 
support against German aggression (undermining French influence was 
another bonus for Hitler, of course). The pact was, however, a purely 
temporary expedient on Hitler’s part: a piece of paper, serving its purpose for 
the moment, to be torn up without ceremony when it was no longer of any 


use. There were to be many more like itt2 


II 


For most of 1934, Hitler’s attention was directed towards internal politics, 
particularly with the tensions that led up to and followed the purge of the SA 
carried out at the end of June. Just before the purge, Hitler paid his first visit 
abroad as German Chancellor, to the Fascist leader Mussolini, in Venice, to 
try and secure his understanding for the events that were about to unfold. 
Hitler’s admiration for Mussolini was patently sincere. However, the 
atmosphere at the meeting was distinctly frosty. Mussolini was deeply 
suspicious of the Nazis’ intentions in Austria, which he felt lay within his own 
sphere of influence. A small, landlocked country half in the Alps bordering 
Italy, German-speaking Austria had experienced repeated political turbulence 
since the international rejection of the proposal to merge it into Germany after 
the collapse of the Habsburg monarchy in 1918-19. Few Austrians had much 


confidence in the viability of their state. Massive inflation in the early 1920s 
had been followed by deflation, and then came the Depression, much as in 
Germany. The country was divided politically into two great political camps, 
the Socialists, based mainly in the working class of ‘Red’ Vienna, where 
nearly a third of the country’s seven million inhabitants lived, and the 
Catholic-oriented Christian Social Party, which drew its strength from the 
Viennese middle classes and from conservative farmers and small-town voters 
in the provinces. Tension between them had broken out into open hostility in 
1933, when the Christian Social Chancellor, Engelbert Dollfuss, permanently 
dissolved parliament and established an authoritarian regime. Increased police 
harassment of the Socialists provoked an armed uprising in the working-class 
districts of Vienna in February 1934. It was put down with brutal force by the 
Austrian army. Leading Socialists, including their most influential ideologue, 
Otto Bauer, fled to safety through Vienna’s famous underground sewers. 
Dollfuss now outlawed the Socialists altogether. Thousands were arrested and 
put in prison. On 1 May 1934 the Austrian dictator pushed through a new 
constitution for his country. It abolished elections and established, at least on 
paper, a pale version of the Corporate State based on the model devised by 


Mussolini.2& 


For all their seeming decisiveness, these moves left Dollfuss looking 
distinctly shaky. The economic situation was worse than ever. The large 
Viennese working class was seething with resentment. On the right, the 
paramilitary Home Defence Brigades, who wanted a more radical kind of 
fascism, based more clearly on the Italian model, were causing unrest. The 
previously tiny Austrian Nazi Party was growing rapidly in size and ambition. 
Its formal banning by Dollfuss in July 1933 had little effect. Bringing together 
tradesmen and small shopkeepers in Vienna and the Austrian hinterland, 
lower civil servants, army veterans, recent university graduates and 
significant elements of the police and gendarmerie, the Party counted nearly 
70,000 members at the time of its banning. It gained a further 20,000 in the 
following months. Held together, though always somewhat precariously, by a 
violent, vicious brand of antisemitism, fortified by anticlericalism and anti- 
Catholicism, it looked back to the pan-Germanism of Georg Ritter von 
Schoénerer, whose ideas had so powerfully influenced the young Adolf Hitler 
in Linz and Vienna before 1914. Its main aim was immediate unification with 
the Third Reich. As its members listened to the constant stream of Nazi 
propaganda poured out by radio stations across the border, they became ever 
more convinced that unification was imminent. Violence and terror became 
their favoured means of undermining the Austrian state so as to leave it easy 


prey for the Third Reich. 17 

By the early summer of 1934, the moment seemed ripe for action. Fridolin 
Glass, leader of the SS Standard 89 in Vienna, decided to overthrow the 
Austrian government. On 25 July 1934, 150 of his men, mostly unemployed 
workers and soldiers who had been cashiered from the army because of their 
Nazism, dressed themselves in borrowed Austrian army uniforms and entered 
the Austrian Chancellery. The cabinet had already left the building, but the SS 
men caught Dollfuss trying to leave by a side-entrance and shot him dead on 
the spot. Rushing into the neighbouring headquarters of the Austrian 
broadcasting corporation, the putschists commandeered a radio microphone 
and announced to the country that the government had resigned. Sympathizers 
in the police had probably made it easy for them to enter the buildings. But 
this was about the extent of the backing they got from anybody. The Austrian 
SA, whose leaders were gathered in a nearby hotel, pretended they had known 
nothing of the putsch at any stage, and refused to intervene. Less than four 
weeks after the German SA leaders had been shot by the SS, they could not 
bring themselves to let bygones be bygones. Uprisings in many parts of the 
country, triggered off, as arranged, by the putschists’ radio broadcasts, were 
put down by the Austrian army, aided in places by the Home Defence 
Brigades. There were several hundred deaths and injuries. Where the SA did 
stage an uprising, the SS refused to support them. Even Nazi officers in the 
army and police in many places took part willingly in the suppression of the 
revolt. The Austrian Nazis turned out to be poorly trained and ill prepared for 
such a venture, over-confident, internally divided and incompetent. In Vienna, 
the Minister of Justice, Kurt von Schuschnigg, formed a new government and 
after brief negotiations with the putschists had them all arrested. Hitler 
abandoned them to their fate. The two men who had fired the fatal shots at 
Dollfuss were hanged in the yard of the Vienna Regional Court. Their last 
words were ‘Hail, Hitler!’ The German Ambassador in Rome, who had been 
implicated in the plot, tried unsuccessfully to commit suicide. Even before 
these events, an Austrian Nazi had complained that ‘the Austrian on average 
is incapable as an organizer. In the organizational field he needs Prussian 
help! . . . Without the Prussian power of organization there will always be 
chaos at decisive moments.’ The bloody but farcical putsch seemed to bear 
him out. From now on, Schuschnigg was able to reconstruct the clerico-fascist 
dictatorship on a firmer basis, curbing the Home Defence Brigades and 
sending the Nazis underground, from where they continued to commit acts of 
violence and sabotage against state institutions, for the moment without much 


effect 28 


Hitler undoubtedly knew about these events in advance. The Austrian SS 
had undergone training for the putsch at the Dachau concentration camp. 
After the banning of the Austrian Nazi Party in June 1933 Dr Theo Habicht, a 
German Reichstag deputy whom Hitler had appointed to lead the Austrian 
Nazis, had organized its underground activities from exile in Munich. He 
poured clandestine antisemitic propaganda into Austria, accusing Dollfuss of 
presiding over a regime run by Jews. It was in Habicht’s flat in Munich that 
leading Austrian Nazis met shortly before the putsch to finalize preparations. 
He told Hitler what was being planned, and Hitler gave his blessing for a 
general uprising - though in the belief, evidently inspired by Habicht’s 
exaggerated optimism on the occasion, that the Austrian army would back the 
putsch. From his exile in Munich, Habicht in reality was less than well 
informed about the true state of affairs in Austria. Not only did the putsch fail, 
and the army stick by the government, but Mussolini moved his troops to the 
Brenner Pass and made it abundantly clear that he would intervene on the side 
of the Austrian government if the situation got out of control. Hitler was 
beside himself with rage and embarrassment. Amidst assurances of 
disapproval that convinced nobody, he dismissed Habicht and closed down 


the Munich office of the Austrian Party.12 

In one respect, however, the catastrophe provided an opportunity. Such was 
the gravity of the breach in relations with Germany’s neighbour, Hitler told 
Deputy Chancellor von Papen, who was still under effective house arrest after 
the ‘Night of the Long Knives’, that it required a senior statesman to smooth 
things over: as a personal friend of the murdered Austrian Chancellor, and a 
well-known Catholic statesman, Papen was the man to pour oil on the 
troubled waters of Austro-German relations. So Hitler appointed him 
ambassador in Vienna. Realizing he had little choice, Papen accepted. At his 
request, his secretary, Giinther von Tschirschky-Bégendorf, was released from 
the prison where he had been held since the action of 30 June and 
accompanied him to Austria. The last remaining independent-minded 
conservative politician in the government was finally out of the way - an 


unexpected by-product of the mismanaged putsch.22 


Ill 


Germany’s diplomatic isolation in the winter of 1934-5 seemed complete. 21 


The only light in the gloom was provided by the results of a plebiscite held in 
the small territory of the Saarland, on the western side of the Rhineland on 13 
January 1935. At the peace negotiations in 1919 the French, who clearly 


hoped they would be able to detach it from Germany, given enough time, had 
the Saarland mandated to them by the League of Nations, with the 
commitment that a referendum would be held after fifteen years to give the 
area’s inhabitants a final choice as to which country they wanted to belong to. 
The fifteen years were up at the end of 1934. The Saarland’s mainly German- 
speaking citizens had never wanted to be separated from Germany in the first 
place: 445,000 Saarlanders, nearly 91 per cent of those who cast their ballots, 
duly expressed their desire to become citizens of the Third Reich. They did so 
from a number of motives. The prospect of living as a German-speaking 
minority in France was not an enticing one: in Alsace-Lorraine, the French 
authorities had gone to great lengths to try and suppress the German language 
and culture of the inhabitants and discriminated heavily against those who 
remained loyal to their heritage. In the Saarland too, the French rulers had 
been tactless and exploitative. They were almost universally seen not as 
democrats but as imperialists. In Germany, relations between Nazis and 
Catholics had not deteriorated at this stage to such a point where the Catholic 
Church, representing the vast majority of Saarlanders, would have felt it 
necessary to advise a continuation of the status quo, still less adherence to 
France, where the Communist Party seemed to be gaining steadily in strength. 
To encourage priests to advise their flocks to vote for Germany, the Nazis 
toned down their anti-Catholic propaganda in the run-up to the plebiscite. The 


clergy duly obliged with their support.22 

Moreover, when the Centre Party had voluntarily dissolved itself in 
Germany in 1933 as a quid pro quo for the Concordat, it had done the same in 
the Saarland too, though it was not strictly necessary. Throughout the 1920s it 
had vigorously campaigned for a return of the Saarland to Germany - indeed, 
every political party in the Saarland had done the same - and in June 1934 it 
joined forces with the Nazis and the remnants of the Nationalists and other 
parties to fight for a ‘yes’ vote in a unified ‘German Front’ which projected 
itself to voters as being above politics. Only the Communists and Social 
Democrats remained outside, but since they too had fought for reunification 
for many years, their sudden volteface confused their supporters and was 
accepted by few as sincere. Up to this point, indeed, patriotic rituals, war 
memorials to the German dead, national festivals and much more besides, 
supported financially and in other ways by nationalist enthusiasts within 
Germany, had worked to strengthen German national consciousness in the 
Saar. Their effect was not going to be undone in a couple of years. The Nazi 
Party in Germany also offered a variety of material inducements to the 
Saarlanders, sending Winter Aid over the border to help the needy, pointing 
out to teachers and other state employees the superior pension and other 


financial arrangements for them that could be obtained in Germany, and 
contrasting the economic recovery in the Reich with the rapidly deepening 
Depression in France. Goebbels’s Propaganda Ministry blared out propaganda 
on German radio and exported large numbers of cheap ‘People’s Receivers’ 
into the Saar to help the population receive the message. Rhenish printing 
presses rolled off millions of leaflets that were soon being read all over the 
Saarland; 80,000 posters went up in the region urging people to vote for 
Germany. Fifteen hundred public meetings were held to help convince people 
of the rightness of reunification. For the vote itself, 47,000 Saarlanders living 
in the Reich were brought in to cast their ballots, further strengthening the 
nationalists’ support. The campaign against reunification scarcely existed in 
comparison, and was hamstrung by internal divisions over whether to 


campaign for a continuation of the status quo or for absorption into France.23 


In many parts of the Saarland, the local Nazi Party exerted massive 
intimidation and violence behind the scenes to deter the opposition from 
voting against reunification with Germany. The terror it unfolded was 
reminiscent of the early months of 1933 in Germany. Social Democratic 
meetings were broken up by brownshirts wielding steel bars. People 
distributing propaganda against reunification were beaten up with rubber 
truncheons or even shot. Anti-fascist pubs were attacked and their windows 
shattered in a hail of bullets. Opposition meetings were turned into riots. The 
atmosphere resembled that of a civil war, as one local inhabitant remarked. 
The local police stood by while all this went on. While German SS units were 
sent into the area to help escalate the terror, rumours put about by the ‘yes’ 
campaign encouraged voters to believe that the ballot would not be secret, a 
plausible enough suggestion in view of what had been going on in plebiscites 
and elections in Germany itself. Strong hints were dropped that those known 
to have voted ‘no’ would be carted off to concentration camps once the 
Germans came in. Especially in small communities, the identity of the local 
Communists and Social Democrats was generally known anyway, so anti- 
Nazis were aware that this was no empty threat. The international monitors 
appointed to oversee the plebiscite admitted that the campaign was violent 
and called for the terror to stop, but their soldiers on the ground were 
commanded by officers strongly hostile to the Communists and Social 


Democrats, and so took no action.24 It was not surprising that a majority of 
former Communist and Social Democratic voters decided that unity with 
Germany was the best course; they had not experienced the reality of life in 
the Third Reich, and their national identity as Germans was strong. The 
labour movement had always been weak in the Saarland, where, one German 


trade unionist noted, the Prussian state had been a major employer, putting 
miners in uniform and disciplining dissidents, and the big industrialists had 
wielded huge influence. “The population of the Saar’, he concluded 
resignedly, ‘belongs among the politically most backward population in 


Germany.’22 How far it was possible to draw general conclusions from the 
plebiscite about the attitude of the majority of Germans to the Third Reich 
must remain in doubt, particularly given the small size of the population and 
its peculiar political culture as a border region. For most Saarlanders, the vote 


was a ‘yes’ for Germany irrespective of Hitler and the Nazis.2© 


Under pressure, the government in Berlin had been obliged to promise that 
German laws and practices would only be introduced gradually into the Saar, 
and that Jews in particular would not be exposed to the kind of violence that 
had been common in the Reich since the end of January 1933. However, it 
was not long before the Saarlanders began to experience the realities of life in 
the Third Reich. ‘Prussian’ carpet-baggers moved in to take over offices and 
jobs, the Gestapo set up its headquarters in the old trade union building, and 
people suspected of pro-French sympathies were unceremoniously sacked 
from their jobs. Prominent Communists and Social Democrats fled the 
country without delay. The mass of ordinary Saarlanders doubtless never 
wished they had voted otherwise than for reunification, but all the same, it 
failed to bring them the immediate improvements they had been promised. 
Unemployment did not vanish overnight, and food shortages quickly began to 
affect the region. The region’s Jews were initially allowed to emigrate on 
more favourable terms than those on offer in the rest of Germany, but from 
September 1935, with the promulgation of the Nuremberg Laws, they were 
exposed to the full rigours of Nazi antisemitism. There were mutterings, even 
strikes, but no real resistance; conditions in this largely rural and small-town 
society, with its weak labour movement traditions, made it virtually 


impossible.22 It was not until 1938 that economic recovery, fuelled by 
rearmament, began to reconcile the Saarlanders to their lot, and the continuing 
propaganda barrage from Berlin, the Nazification of education, and 
compulsory enrolment in the Hitler Youth, began to spread acceptance of the 


Third Reich amongst young Saarlanders in particular.22 


All this was still to come when, on 1 March 1935, the day of formal 
incorporation, Hitler spoke in Saarbriicken of his joy at the Saarlanders’ 
decision. It was a great day for Germany, he said, and a great day for Europe. 
It showed the power and popularity of the Third Reich and its ideas for all 
Germans. ‘In the end’, he proclaimed, ‘blood is stronger than any documents 
of mere paper. What ink has written will one day be blotted out by blood.’ 


The implications for German-speaking minorities in other European 


countries, notably Poland and Czechoslovakia, were unmistakeable.22 The 
Hamburg schoolteacher Luise Solmitz celebrated the ‘Day of the Saar’s 
Homecoming’ by hoisting up her old black-white-red Imperial banner for the 
last time, before raising her new one, decorated with the swastika, over her 


house.22 All over Germany, flags were flown to celebrate the event. 


Correspondingly, the vote spread despondency among the clandestine Social 
Democratic and Communist opposition in Germany and gave a boost to the 


self-confidence of the Nazi rank and file 31 


It also injected a new boldness in foreign affairs into the German Leader. 
Hitler was increasingly unable to conceal the pace or extent of rearmament 
from the world, and indeed the Saar plebiscite provided the spur to fresh 
demands from the military which would be completely impossible to keep 
from prying eyes abroad if they were carried out. The success of the Saar 
plebiscite seems to have prompted his announcement of the existence of a 
German air force and the introduction of conscription, on 16 March 1935. The 
army would be expanded to more than half a million men, five times the size 
permitted by the Treaty of Versailles, he said. The following day saw a 
grandiose military parade in Berlin, at which Defence Minister General 
Werner von Blomberg announced that Germany was about to take up its 


rightful place in the world of nations once again.22 Naturally Hitler assured 
everyone that all Germany wanted was peace. Many of his middle-class 
sympathizers believed him. ‘We’ve got general conscription again!’ wrote 
Luise Solmitz triumphantly in her diary: 


The day that we have longed for since the disgrace of 1918... In the 
morning France had its much-fought-over two-year period of military 
service in its pocket, in the evening we had general conscription as an 
answer to it. We would never have experienced Versailles if such actions 
had always been taken, such answers always given . . . General 
conscription is to serve not war but the maintenance of peace. For a 
defenceless country in the midst of heavily armed people must 
necessarily be an invitation and encouragement to maltreat it as territory 
to march into or to plunder. We haven’t forgotten the invasion of the 


Ruhr.23 


As the formal announcement came over the radio, Luise Solmitz 
reported, ‘I rose to my feet. It overcame me, the moment was too great. I 


had to listen standing,’24 


But the announcement sparked widespread anxiety amongst many Germans 
too, particularly those who had experienced the First World War. Many young 
men groaned at the prospect of being conscripted after they had already spent 
many months doing labour service. At the same time, however, some older 
workers welcomed the relief that would be given to the unemployment 
situation by the move. And accompanying what one report called a general 
‘really particularly strong war psychosis’, often in the very same people, was 
also a widespread feeling of satisfaction that Germany was at last achieving 
international respect again. ‘There is no doubt’, reported a Social Democratic 
agent in Rhineland-Westphalia, ‘that the perpetual banging-on about equality 
of honour and German freedom has had an effect far into the ranks of the 


formerly Marxist working-class and caused confusion there,’32 

International reaction was sobering. The British, French and _ Italian 
governments responded by meeting at Stresa, in Italy, on 11 April 1935, and 
declaring their determination to defend the integrity of Austria against the 
German threat that had been obvious since July 1934 and now seemed to be 
looming once again. Less than a week later, the League of Nations formally 
censured Germany’s rearmament programme. Shortly after this, France 
concluded an agreement with the Soviet Union. These moves had more 
rhetorical effect than real clout. Continuing the policy of bilateral negotiations 
with individual countries begun with the Polish pact. Hitler had been 
discussing a naval agreement with the British since November 1934. He 
realized that it would be a very long time before the renascent German fleet 
could hope to match the size of Britain’s enormous navy, and for the time 
being at any rate he wanted to reassure the British so that they would not 
interfere with Germany’s achievement of Continental hegemony. Later on, as 
he told the head of the navy, Admiral Raeder, in June 1934, the fleet could be 
built up to its full strength and turned against Britain, as Raeder and his fellow 
officers envisaged; but not now. Hitler accompanied his reassurances to the 
British with threats. He warned British negotiators that German rearmament 
was far advanced, particularly in air power (more so, indeed, than it actually 
was). In the long run Germany needed colonies to expand its living-space (a 
scarcely veiled threat to the far-flung British Empire). But Hitler declared that 
his preferred choice was to take the first step along this road with Britain 
rather than against, in the hope of smoothing things over later on. The British, 
realizing they were not going to get Germany to rejoin the League of Nations, 
and worried about the growing naval strength of Japan, agreed to what 
seemed perfectly reasonable terms, and on 18 June 1935 a joint Anglo- 
German Naval Agreement was signed, allowing the Germans to build up their 
navy to 35 per cent of the strength of the British navy and to reach parity with 


the British in the number of submarines. This rode a coach and horses through 
the Stresa agreement, concluded only a few months before, and was a major 


diplomatic triumph for Hitler. 28 


The German negotiating team in London was led by a man who was soon to 
join the top rank of Nazi leaders: Joachim von Ribbentrop. Born in 1893 in 
the Rhineland, son of a professional soldier of bourgeois origin, Ribbentrop 
had graduated from grammar school, but instead of going to university he 
spent time in a variety of jobs in Britain, Canada and Francophone 
Switzerland, gaining a good command of English and French, and making a 
number of contacts that were to prove useful later on. He served on both the 
western and eastern fronts in the First World War, and was awarded the Iron 
Cross for bravery. At the end of the war, he was at the Prussian military 
mission in Constantinople, after which he was assigned to a military team 
preparing for the Peace Conference. By the time he left the army in 1919, 
therefore, Ribbentrop’s travels and diplomatic activities had given him a 
strong interest in foreign affairs. But it was business to which he initially 
returned - first cotton, then the drinks trade, through his marriage to Annelies 
Henkell, the daughter of a well-known manufacturer of Sekt, German 
sparkling wine. The marriage gave him financial security and an entrée into 
high society. By getting himself adopted by an aunt from the aristocratic 
branch of his family, he was able to add the noble prefix ‘von’ to his name. 
But the move backfired. It was rumoured that he had paid his aunt for this 
service. Moreover, some noted that while the complicated adoption legislation 
governing his choice treated the ‘von’ as part of the adoptive parent’s name 
and therefore transferable with it to the adopted children, it insisted at the 
same time that the transfer of the noble prefix did not in any way transfer 
noble status to the adoptee. The incident was characteristic as much of 
Ribbentrop’s social pretentiousness as it was of his social ineptitude: in 


London, in the 1930s, he was sometimes known as ‘von Ribbensnob’ 22 
Ribbentrop was far from being a Nazi of the first hour. For most of the 
Weimar Republic he shared the hatred of most middle-class Germans for the 
Peace Settlement, despised the parliamentary system, and was considerably 
alarmed by the menace of Communism, but he did not gravitate towards the 
far right until 1932. As a member, inevitably, of the fashionable Herrenclub, 
the gentlemen’s club in Berlin patronized by the aristocracy, including Papen 
and his friends, Ribbentrop met Hitler and became involved in the complex 
negotiations that eventually led to his appointment as Reich Chancellor in 
January 1933. To the provincial Hitler, Ribbentrop, rather like the Nazi 
Leader’s old intimate Putzi Hanfstaengl, seemed a man of the world, 


experienced in foreign travel, multi-lingual, socially adept. Hitler began to use 
him for special diplomatic missions, bypassing the conservative, routine- 
bound Foreign Ministry. Doubtless with Hitler’s approval, Ribbentrop set up 
his own independent office, along the lines of Alfred Rosenberg’s, to develop 
and influence policy on foreign affairs. Before long it had a staff of 150, who 
were engaged in a kind of institutional guerrilla warfare with the mandarins of 
the Foreign Ministry. Ribbentrop’s success in negotiating the Anglo-German 
Naval Agreement brought him the reputation of getting on with the British, 
and in the late summer of 1936 Hitler appointed him ambassador to London, 
his mission to improve relations still further and if possible deliver a formal 


Anglo-German alliance.38 


Unfortunately, all of this was something of a misapprehension. Ribbentrop’s 
style of diplomacy - brusque, peremptory, authoritarian - may have appealed 
to Hitler, but it did not go down well with diplomats, and in London the new 
ambassador soon acquired another derisive nickname: ‘von Brickendrop’. 
Soon he was burning with resentment at imagined slights by British high 
society. Many of these were of his own making. A low point was reached at a 
reception at court in 1937, when he startled the shy, stuttering King George 
VI by greeting him with clicked heels and a Nazi salute. Ribbentrop did not in 
fact like Britain and the British at all. When Sir John Simon, the British 
Foreign Secretary, expressed his pleasure during the naval negotiations at 
Ribbentrop’s unusual frankness, he probably did not mean it as a compliment. 
Ribbentrop did not want the London posting, delayed taking it up for three 
months, and went home to Berlin so often that the humorous London 
magazine Punch called him ‘the Wandering Aryan’. Hated and despised by 
the ‘old fighters’ in the Nazi leadership, including Goebbels and Goring, who 
resented the influence wielded by this Johnny-come-lately, Ribbentrop needed 
to maintain a presence in Berlin if he was not to be marginalized. But he was 
not without influence on Hitler himself. He bombarded Hitler with dispatches 
from London proclaiming the total incompatibility of British and German 
aims in the world and forecasting war between the two powers in the end. At 
the same time, however, he also considered the British effete and vacillating 
and so he repeatedly told Hitler not to take the possibility of British 
intervention in Europe too seriously. Hitler listened to him. But this too 


proved in the end to be bad advice.22 


IV 


Initally, however, it seemed all too plausible. For, towards the end of 1935, 


the international situation in Europe had begun to undergo a dramatic series of 
changes. First of all, Mussolini launched an invasion of Abyssinia, the last 
major uncolonized African state remaining, in October 1935, in pursuit of his 
dream of creating a new Roman Empire, and revenge for the humiliating 
defeat of an Italian army by Ethiopian forces at the battle of Adowa in 1896. 
The motley feudal armies of the Ethiopian Emperor Haile Selassie were no 
match for the mechanized legions of the Italians. The brief war demonstrated 
perhaps for the first time the murderous potential of supremacy in the air. 
Without any serious opposition, Italian planes obliterated the Ethiopian forces 
by bombing them incessantly, using not only high explosives to destroy the 
gaudily arrayed cavalry but also poison gas to wipe out the poorly discipined 
foot-soldiers. It was no contest. But Abyssinia was a vast country, and it took 
time for the Italian forces to penetrate to its interior and place it under 
occupation. Haile Selassie made a dramatic journey to Geneva, where he 
earned widespread sympathy with a moving appeal for help to the League of 
Nations. For his part, Mussolini had supposed that the French and British 
would not intervene, but public opinion forced the hand of the new British 
Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden, who lent his support to the imposition of 
economic sanctions on Italy by the League. Suddenly isolated, the Italian 
dictator, urged on by his pro-German son-in-law Galeazzo Ciano, turned to 


Hitler for help 48 

Hitler saw this as an opportunity to break out of Germany’s diplomatic 
isolation. The murder of Dollfuss had marked a low point in his relations with 
Mussolini, from whom he had taken so many ideas, and whom he still greatly 


admired.44 Things now began to improve. The German Foreign Ministry was 
still deeply suspicious of the Italians’ motives, however. Summoning the 
German Ambassador in Rome, Ulrich von Hassell, to Berlin, Hitler told him 
in the presence of Foreign Minister Neurath that it was time to regard the 
tensions of 1934 as ‘a closed chapter’ and to come to Italy’s aid. “We must do 
everything’, he said, ‘to prevent the various opponents throughout the world 
of the authoritarian system of government from concentrating upon us as their 
sole object.’ If Italian Fascism were destroyed, Germany would be alone. 
Accordingly, Germany, while remaining formally neutral on the Abyssinian 
issue, refused to impose sanctions on Italy, and carried on business as usual. 
Grateful for this support, Mussolini let Hitler know that as far as he was 
concerned, from now on, Austria lay within the German sphere of influence. 


Stresa, he told von Hassell, was dead.42 Sanctions in any case proved totally 
without effect. The Italians pressed the war on to a successful conclusion in 
May, 1936, while Britain, France and the League continued to bicker and 


dither. These events sealed the fate of the League, whose ineffectiveness was 
now palpable. They also convinced Hitler and Mussolini that they had 
nothing to fear from Britain and France. More immediately, the Italian victory 
seemed to provide concrete evidence that air supremacy was the key to 
military success. The British, who had hitherto dominated the Mediterranean 
by virtue of their naval power, now seemed suddenly vulnerable. To cement 
his new friendship with Germany, Mussolini sacked his pro-French Foreign 


Minister and replaced him on 9 June 1936 with Ciano.43 


By this time, too, France’s position in Europe had been dramatically 
weakened, making an alliance seem less attractive to the Italians anyway. The 
British and French had not seen eye to eye over the response to the Ethiopian 
War. Internal political upheavals in France that culminated in the electoral 
victory of the Popular Front in May 1936 seemed to have focused the 
attention of French politicians on the domestic scene. The international 
community had displayed a complete inability to curb Italian imperialism. 
And the Italian rapprochement with Germany had increased Germany’s 
freedom of action. All these factors came together to convince Hitler that 
France and Britain would not try to prevent the German army marching into 
the Rhineland. The western part of Germany still remained a demilitarized 
zone according to the provisions of the Treaty of Versailles even after the 
departure of the Anglo-French occupying forces at the end of the 1920s. 
Hitler had got away with quitting the League of Nations. He had got away 
with announcing German rearmament. And the domestic situation in 
Germany was so bad in the spring of 1936, with food shortages, worsening 
conflict with the Catholic Church and general grumbling and discontent, that 
a diplomatic coup was badly needed to cheer people up. Hitler had already 
obtained assurances from the army leadership that it could be done. They 
agreed that it was necessary to establish proper defences in the West. 
Nevertheless, Blomberg and the leading generals were extremely nervous, 
realizing that the army was still no match for the French should they choose 
to act. Even Hitler hesitated, knowing full well the risk he was taking. By the 
beginning of March, encouraged at every juncture by Ribbentrop, he had 
made up his mind. The forthcoming ratification of the Franco-Soviet Pact by 
the French Chamber of Deputies would provide the pretext. The German 
army units who marched into the Rhineland would be reinforced by police 
units to make them seem more numerous than they really were. The whole 
operation would be prepared in the utmost secrecy, with troops moving into 
their pre-arranged positions overnight. Even the cabinet would not be told 


until the last minute.44 


On Saturday 7 March 1936, Hitler appeared in the Reichstag, summoned at 
short notice to a noontide session in the Kroll Opera House. As he rose to 
speak, unknown to the deputies, German troops had already been marching 
into the demilitarized zone since dawn; at one o’clock in the afternoon they 
reached the river itself. Hitler began with a tirade against Bolshevism. Yet, he 
went on, the French had recently signed a pact with the Soviet Union, and 
ratified it on 4 March. In view of this, he told the Reichstag, Germany no 
longer felt bound by the Locarno Pact of 1925, which had regulated its 
relations with France. The American journalist William L. Shirer, who was 
present, observed the hysterical scenes that followed: 


Now the six hundred deputies, personal appointees all of Hitler, little 
men with big bodies and bulging necks and cropped hair and pouched 
bellies and brown uniforms and heavy boots, little men of clay in his 
fine hands, leap to their feet like automatons, their right arms 
upstretched in the Nazi salute, and scream ‘Heil’s’ . . . Hitler raises his 
hand for silence . . . He says in a deep, resonant voice: ‘Men of the 
German Reichstag!’ The silence is utter. ‘In this historic hour, when in 
the Reich’s Western provinces German troops are at this minute 
marching into their future, peace-time garrisons, we all unite in two 
sacred vows.’ He can go no further. It is news to this hysterical 
‘Parliamentary’ mob that German soldiers are already on the move into 
the Rhineland... They spring, yelling and crying, to their feet . . . Their 
hands are raised in slavish salute, their faces now contorted with 
hysteria, their mouths wide open, shouting, shouting, their eyes, burning 


with fanaticism, glued on the new god, the Messiah.42 


The two pledges Hitler made were, characteristically, that Germany would 
never yield to force on the one hand, but would strive for peace on the other. 
As before, he declared that Germany had no territorial demands in Europe. 
And he offered a series of peace pacts to reassure Germany’s neighbours. All 
of this was merely rhetorical. To underline the importance of the moment, he 
also dissolved the Reichstag and called elections, coupled with a plebiscite on 
his action, for 29 March 1936. His first speech of the campaign, on 12 March, 
was delivered in Karlsruhe, on the banks of the Rhine, a stone’s throw away 


from France.4© 


German propaganda films and press reports showed pictures of ecstatic 
Rhinelanders welcoming the troops with Hitler salutes and strewing their path 
with flowers. Luise Solmitz wrote: 


I was completely overpowered by the events of this moment... . 


delighted by our soldiers marching in, by the greatness of Hitler and the 
power of his language, the force of this man . . . We’ve been longing for 
this language, this firmness, as subversion reigned over us, together with 
the Entente. But we hadn’t dared think of such deeds. Again and again 
the Leader puts a fait accompli before the world . . . If the world had 
heard us use such language for 2,000 years - we would have needed to 
use it only sparingly, would always have been understood and would 
have been able to spare ourselves much blood, many tears, loss of land 
and humiliation . . . Reports of the mood in every town speak of 


unprecedented jubilation.42 


Social Democratic observers, however, told a different story. ‘The occupation 
of the Rhine zone,’ one agent reported, ‘has allegedly been greeted by the 
entire population with huge jubilation. But reports from the whole of the West 


are agreed that it was only the Nazis who celebrated.’48 

Some businessmen were admittedly pleased because they thought things 
would now improve for them. Most people indeed quietly approved of the 
remilitarization. Young people in particular were enthusiastic in some places. 
‘It’s our country, after all,’ declared one worker. ‘Why shouldn’t we be 


allowed to have any military there?’42 But there were also widespread fears 
that the action would lead to war. Many active Nazis responded to them by 
pointing to Hitler’s professions of pacific intent. Only a few boasted that they 


would welcome a war.22 People were proud of the recovery of national 


sovereignty, but at the same time, they were desperately worried about the 
dangers of a general war, about the prospect of mass bombing of German 


cities and about a repeat of the death and destruction of 1914-18.24 The fears 
of the great majority were not diminished by the extensive air-raid 
precautions that accompanied the remilitarization action. “The people’, one 
Social Democratic agent summed up, ‘are very worked-up. They’re afraid of 
war, since everyone is clear that Germany will lose this war and then will go 


to its downfall.’22 

In March 1936, Germans held their breath while 3,000 troops marched deep 
into the Rhineland, backed by another 30,000 who remained on or near the 
eastern bank of the river. Had the French chosen to send their own troops in, 
the Germans would have been driven out within a few hours despite Hitler’s 
orders for them to resist. But they did not. Believing that the German military 
presence was ten times greater than it really was, and hamstrung by public 
anxiety about war at a time when a general election was looming, the French 
government chose inaction. Their position was bolstered by the British, who 


moved quickly to restrain any precipitate response. What had happened, after 
all, was only a recovery of Germany’s sovereignty over its own territory, and 
no one thought that was worth risking a general war. Nobody at this stage 
thought of Hitler as different from previous German statesmen, and these had 
never hidden their desire to move troops back into the Rhineland. Indeed, 
such was the public indifference to the issue in Britain that the government 
even refused to support the idea of imposing League of Nations sanctions on 
Germany for what was in fact a breach of international treaty agreements. 


Hitler had taken his biggest gamble yet, and got away with it23 The 
experience, confirmed by another rigged election and plebiscite held on 29 
March 1936, which delivered the inevitable 98.9 per cent for the Nazi Party 
and the government’s actions, confirmed Hitler in the belief that he could not 
fail. Convinced in the myth of his own invincibility, he now began to quicken 
the pace of Germany’s march towards European domination and world 
conquest. ‘Neither threats nor warnings’, he declared in Munich on 14 March 
1936, ‘will prevent me from going my way. I follow the path assigned to me 


by Providence with the instinctive sureness of a sleepwalker,’24 
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Map 18. The Saarland Plebiscite and the Remilitarization of the Rhineland, 
1935-6 


CREATING GREATER GERMANY 


I 


The remilitarization of the Rhineland profoundly altered the balance of 
international relations in Europe. Up to this point, as had been made 
abundantly clear in 1923, the French were potentially able to enforce 
Germany’s obligations by marching across the Rhine and occupying the 
country’s biggest industrial region, the Ruhr. From now on, they were no 
longer able to do so. The French position from 1936 onwards was a purely 
defensive one. It left the Third Reich a free hand in moving against the small 
countries of Eastern Europe. Shocked by a development that left them 
dangerously vulnerable, many of them, previously allied to France, moved to 
try and improve relations with the Third Reich. Austria now felt particularly 


at risk, given the new-found friendship between Germany and Italy.22 Before 
long, too, Hitler and Mussolini’s relationship drew even closer. For, following 
a left-wing victory in the Spanish elections held in February 1936, right-wing 
army officers in various parts of the country launched a concerted uprising on 
17 July 1936 to overthrow the Republic and create a military dictatorship. The 
uprising failed to achieve its objectives in most parts of the country, and soon 
Spain was plunged into a desperate and bloody civil war. German officials 
and businessmen in Spain urged on Hitler the support of the rebels, and one of 
the leading figures in the uprising, General Francisco Franco, appealed 


directly to Hitler for help. It was not long in coming. 2© 

Even before the end of July 1936, German planes were in Spain ferrying 
rebel forces to the key fronts and thus helping to ensure that the uprising did 
not fizzle out. From this modest beginning, German intervention was soon to 
reach startling proportions. The main reasons were both military and political. 
As the political situation in Spain polarized with unprecedented intensity, 
Hitler began to be concerned about the possibility that a Republican victory 
would deliver the country into the hands of the Communists at a time when a 
Popular Front government, backed by the Communist Party, had just come to 
power in France. A union between the two countries might create a serious 
obstacle in Western Europe to his plans for expansion and war in the East, 
particularly when this encompassed the Soviet Union, as it eventually would. 
Beyond this, he soon realized that the war would provide an ideal proving- 


ground for Germany’s new armed forces and equipment.22 Soon, Werner von 


Blomberg, the German Minister of War, freshly promoted to Field-Marshal, 
was in Spain telling Franco that he would get German troops and matériel 
provided he agreed to prosecute the war with more vigour than he had 
displayed to date. In November 1936, 11,000 German troops and support 
staff, supplied with aircraft, artillery and armour, landed at Cadiz. By the end 
of the month, the Nationalist regime had been officially recognized as the 
government of Spain by the Third Reich, and the German forces had been 


organized into an effective unit under the name of the Condor Legion.28 


Hitler and his generals were clear that German assistance to Franco could 
not expand indefinitely without attracting the hostility of the other European 
powers. Britain and France had agreed on a policy of non-intervention. This 
did not stop supplies from the United Kingdom in particular from reaching 
the Nationalist side, but it did mean that if the fiction of general neutrality was 
to be preserved, other powers would have to be careful about the extent to 
which they intervened. Mussolini’s assistance to the rebels was far greater 
than Hitler’s, but both were countered by the aid that the Soviet Union gave to 
the Republican side. Volunteers from many countries flocked to the 
Republican banner to form an International Brigade; a rather smaller number 
went to fight for the Francoists. In this situation, preventing the conflict from 
escalating into a wider war seemed to be in everybody’s interest. The stakes 
scarcely seemed overwhelming. So Hitler kept the Condor Legion as a 


relatively small, though highly trained and professional, fighting force.22 


Under the command of General Hugo Sperrle, however, it played a 
significant part in the Nationalist war effort. Soon the Legion was testing its 
new 88-millimetre anti-aircraft guns against Republican planes. But its most 
effective contribution was made through its own bombers, which took part in 
a concerted advance, undertaken at Sperrle’s behest, on the Basque country. 
On 31 March 1937 the Legion’s Junkers aircraft bombed the undefended town 
of Durango, killing 248 inhabitants, including several priests and nuns, the 
first European town to be subjected to intensive bombing. Far more 
devastating, however, was the raid they carried out, in conjunction with four 
new fast Heinkel III bombers and some untried Messerschmitt Bf-109 
fighters, on the town of Guernica on 26 April 1937. Forty-three aircraft, 
including a small number of Italian planes, dropped 100,000 pounds of 
incendiary, high-explosive and shrapnel bombs on the town, while the fighters 
strafed the inhabitants and refugees in the streets with machine-gun fire. The 
town’s population, normally not more than 7,000, was swollen with refugees, 
retreating Republican soldiers and peasants attending market-day. Over 1,600 
people were killed and more than 800 injured. The centre of the town was 


flattened. The raid confirmed the widespread fear in Europe of the devastating 
effects of aerial bombing. Already a symbol of the assault on Basque identity, 
it gained a worldwide significance through the exiled, pro-Republican 
Spanish artist Pablo Picasso, who dedicated the mural he had been 
commissioned to produce for the Paris World Exposition a large painting, 
Guernica, depicting with unique and enduring power the sufferings of the 


town and its people.22 


The international furore that greeted the raid led the Germans and the 
Spanish Nationalists to deny any responsibility. For years afterwards it was 


claimed that the Basques had blown their own town up.o4 Privately, Colonel 


Wolfram von Richthofen, who had organized the raid, concluded with 
satisfaction that the new planes and bombs had proved their effectiveness, 
though he was less than satisfied with the failure of the Spanish Nationalist 
generals to follow up the raid with an immediate knock-out blow to their 


Basque opponents. 22 But the Condor Legion did not repeat this murderous 


experiment. Later on, its bid to use fast-moving tanks in the concluding phase 
of the war was vetoed by the traditionalist Franco. Nevertheless, thanks to 
German and Italian help, superior resources and generalship, internal unity 
and international neutrality, the Francoists completed their victory by the end 
of March 1939. On 18 May 1939, led by Richthofen, the Legion marched 


proudly past in Franco’s final victory parade in Madrid.£2 Once more, 
international inaction had allowed Hitler free rein. The Spanish Civil War was 
one more example for him of the supine pusillanimity of Britain and France, 
and thus an encouragement to move faster in the fulfilment of his own 
intentions. In this sense, at least, the Spanish conflict accelerated the descent 


into war.©4 


More immediately, however, it cemented the alliance between Hitler and 
Mussolini. Already in September 1936 Hans Frank visited Rome to begin 
negotiations, and the next month, the Italian Foreign Minister Ciano went to 
Germany to sign a secret agreement with Hitler. By November 1936 
Mussolini was referring openly to a ‘Rome-Berlin Axis’. Both powers had 
agreed to respect each other’s ambitions and ally themselves against the 
Spanish Republic. At the same time, behind the backs of the Foreign Ministry, 
Hitler arranged for Ribbentrop’s office to conclude an Anti-Comintern Pact 
with Japan, pledging both to a defensive alliance against the Soviet Union. 
For the moment, it was of little value, but together with the Rome-Berlin 
Axis, it completed the line-up of revisionist, expansionist powers that was to 


take such devastating shape during the Second World War.22 The attempt to 


bring Britain into the Anti-Comintern Pact, spearheaded by Ribbentrop’s 
appointment as Ambassador in London in August 1936, was never likely to 
succeed; it foundered almost immediately on the new envoy’s tactlessness and 
his use of the threat of undermining Britain’s overseas empire as an 
instrument of blackmail - a threat taken all too seriously by the British. As far 
as Hitler was concerned, moreover, nothing less than a global arrangement 
with the United Kingdom would by this stage have been worth the price of 
alienating the Italians, given the substantial British presence in the 
Mediterranean. He did not abandon the idea of some kind of arrangement 
with the British and continued to believe that the United Kingdom would 
stand aside from events in Europe, however they unfolded. For the moment, 
however, such calculations took second place to the pursuit of his immediate 


aims on the European Continent.2& 


Il 


Those aims were moving appreciably closer to fulfilment by the second half 
of 1936. The Four-Year Plan, designed to build up Germany’s military power 
fast enough to undertake a general war by the early 1940s, was under way. 
The Rome-Berlin Axis, the Anti-Comintern Pact, the successful prosecution 
of the Spanish Civil War and the ascendancy of appeasement in the British 
government all helped convince Hitler that he could accelerate the pace of his 
foreign policy even in the absence of a British alliance. It was in this mood 
that Hitler held the conference with Blomberg, Fritsch, Goring, Neurath and 
Raeder on 5 November 1937 where Colonel Hossbach recorded the Nazi 
Leader’s intention of taking military action against Austria and 


Czechoslovakia in the not-too-distant future.°2 But by this time, Hitler had 
begun to feel that he was being hamstrung by obstructionism and lack of 
enthusiasm from some of his underlings. In the winter of 1937-8, he began to 
replace them with men who would be more willing to go along with an 
accelerated pace towards war. For a number of top military leaders, backed by 
sympathizers in the Foreign Office, had become extremely alarmed by 
Hitler’s increasingly impatient drive towards war. Germany might be able to 
take over Austria and possibly Czechoslovakia, but the country’s state of 
military preparedness meant that it was in their view far from ready for a war 
with Britain and France should military action in East-Central Europe ignite a 
general conflagration. War Minister Field-Marshal Werner von Blomberg, 
Foreign Minister Konstantin von Neurath and Army Commander-in-Chief 
Werner von Fritsch all expressed serious doubts after the meeting of 


November 1937. Chief of the Army General Staff General Ludwig Beck was 
even more alarmed and expressed his dismay at Hitler’s irresponsibility. All 
these men believed that a general war was both inevitable and desirable, but 


they were also convinced that to launch it now would be dangerously 


premature.©8 


Early in 1938 the opportunity to move presented itself to Hitler in the form 
of an unexpected scandal. On 12 January 1938, Blomberg, a lonely widower, 
married a woman thirty-five years younger than himself. He had met her 
while walking in the Tiergarten in Berlin. Blomberg’s new wife, Margarethe 
Gruhn, was a simple young woman from a humble background. Hitler 
approved of the match because it showed the irrelevance of social distinction 
in the Third Reich. So he agreed to act as a witness in the wedding ceremony. 
But Gruhn’s background was in reality far from simple. An anonymous 
phone-call informed Fritsch that she had once registered with the police as a 
prostitute, posed for pornographic photographs and been convicted of stealing 
from a client. The police confirmed her identity. On 24 January Goring felt 
obliged to show her police file to Hitler. Alarmed at the ridicule he would 
suffer if it became known that he had been a witness to the marriage of an ex- 
prostitute, Hitler plunged into a deep depression, unable to sleep. The 
situation was made worse for him, characteristically, by the revelation that the 
pornographic photographs had been taken by a Jew with whom Gruhn had 
been living at the time. It was, wrote Goebbels in his diary, the worst crisis in 
the regime since the R6hm affair. ‘The Leader’, he reported, ‘is completely 
shattered.’ Goebbels thought the only honourable way out for Blomberg was 
to shoot himself. Blomberg turned down Goring’s offer of an annulment of 
the wedding, and was forced to resign as Defence Minister. On 27 January 
Hitler saw him for the last time; the next day the Field-Marshal and his wife 


departed for a year’s holiday in Italy.£2 


But this was by no means the end of the affair. Brooding on the possibility 
that other senior officers might also be tainted by moral scandal, Hitler 
suddenly recalled a file he had been shown on Colonel-General Fritsch in the 
summer of 1936, containing allegations of homosexual conduct levelled at 
him by a Berlin male prostitute, Otto Schmidt. At the time, Hitler had 
dismissed the allegations out of hand and ordered the file to be destroyed. But 
the meticulous Heydrich had kept it locked away, and on 25 January 1938 he 
submitted it to Hitler. Horrified, Hitler’s military adjutant Colonel Hossbach 
told Fritsch, who declared that the allegations were completely false. Perhaps, 
Fritsch told a hastily summoned meeting the next day with Hitler, Goring and 
Otto Schmidt, hauled out of prison by the Gestapo for the occasion, they 


referred to a time in 1933-4 when he had regularly lunched alone with a 
member of the Hitler Youth whom he had provided with free meals. If so, he 
could assure everybody that the relationship had been entirely innocent. 
Previously unaware of this relationship, Hitler was now even more alarmed. 
Fritsch’s lack of indignation as he coolly dismissed Schmidt’s story did not 
help him either. Interrogated on 27 January by the Gestapo, Schmidt added 
further circumstantial details of his own supposed relationship with Fritsch. 
The Army Commander had little difficulty in proving these to be false. But 
the damage was done. Hitler did not trust him any more. Justice Minister 
Giirtner, consulted on the matter, opined that Fritsch had failed to clear his 
name. Plunged into even deeper gloom, Hitler cancelled his annual speech on 
the anniversary of his appointment as Reich Chancellor on 30 January. On 3 


February 1938 he asked Fritsch to resign. 22 

At Giirtner’s insistence, Fritsch was tried by a military court on 18 March 
1938. He was unambiguously cleared of all charges, which rested, the court 
concluded, on mistaken identity: the Fritsch in question had been someone 
else altogether. Barred from further access to high military office, he 
volunteered for service on the Polish front and was killed in battle on 22 
September 1939; Blomberg survived the war in retirement, dying in an Allied 


prison in March 1946.2! In the meantime, Hitler still had to find a way out of 
the crisis. After intensive discussions with Goebbels, however, Hitler finally 
acted. The fall of the two top army men could be usefully disguised as part of 
a much wider reshuffle. Hitler dismissed no fewer than fourteen generals, 
including six from the air force; they included many men who were known to 
be lukewarm about National Socialism. Forty-six other senior officers were 
redeployed. Fritsch was replaced as commander-in-chief of the army by 
Walther von Brauchitsch, an artillery officer who was now promoted to the 
rank of colonel-general. Brauchitsch was not a Nazi, but he was an admirer of 
Hitler, and he was far more subservient to him than his predecessor had been. 
Hitler brushed aside the claims of Goring for appointment as War Minister. 
His existing military rank (retired captain) was too junior for this to be 
acceptable to the generals, and in any case the post might have made him too 


powerful. Hitler fobbed him off with the title of Field-Marshal.22 

The War Ministry remained unoccupied. From now on, Hitler would carry 
out its functions himself as supreme commander, creating subordinate 
Ministries for each of the three branches of the armed forces, co-ordinated by 
anew High Command of the Armed Forces (Oberkommando der Wehrmacht, 
or OKW), under General Wilhelm Keitel, the top military administrator under 
the old structure. At the same time, he took the opportunity to replace Neurath 


as Foreign Minister with his own man, Joachim von Ribbentrop, who could 
be trusted far more to do his bidding. The conservative Ulrich von Hassell 
was recalled from the embassy in Rome and replaced with a more pliant 
ambassador. Hitler also announced the appointment of the loyal Walther Funk 
as a replacement for Schacht at the Ministry of Economics, from which 
Schacht had resigned on 26 November 1937. The official explanation for 
these changes was that Blomberg and Fritsch had retired on health grounds, 
but Hitler told the real story to both the cabinet, meeting for its last ever time 
on 5 February 1938, and the senior generals, earlier the same day. The army 
officers, convinced by the circumstantial details that Hitler enumerated, were 
aghast. The moral integrity of the army leadership had been destroyed. It was 
now completely at Hitler’s mercy. On 20 February Hitler addressed the 
Reichstag for several hours. The armed forces, he declared, were now 


‘dedicated to this National Socialist state in blind faith and obedience’ 23 


These changes left Hitler in unfettered command of German foreign, 
military and economic policy. Surrounded by acolytes who constantly 
reiterated their admiration for him, he now had nobody who was willing to 
restrain him. By this time, too, he had shed the few personal friends who 
retained anything like a mind of their own. One of them, Emst ‘Putzi’ 
Hanfstaengl, who had supported Hitler in his early days, had been granted the 
somewhat empty title of Foreign Press Chief of the Nazi Party in 1932. But he 
had never been able to challenge Goebbels’s domination of this area of 
propaganda, and Hitler himself had no more real use for him. Gone were the 
undignified days when Hitler had strode around Hanfstaengl’s drawing-room 
waving his arms about while his host played Wagner on the piano. Vain, self- 
centred, never one of Hitler’s slavishly adoring followers, Hanfstaengl caused 
mounting irritation in the Nazi leadership with exaggerated stories of his 
bravery in staying in New York during the First World War after America 
entered the war in 1917, at a time when several of them had been fighting on 
the front. When he coupled this with disparagement of the courage of the 
German troops fighting on Franco’s side in the Spanish Civil War, Hitler and 
Goebbels decided to teach him a lesson. In February 1937 Hitler ordered 
Hanfstaengl to go to Spain to liaise with German war correspondents behind 
the front. In mid-air, the pilot, following Hitler’s instructions, informed 
Hanfstaeng] that he was in fact being sent on a secret mission behind enemy 
lines. Not the bravest of men, Hanfstaengl panicked. Eventually the pilot set 
him down on an airstrip near Leipzig, claiming there was something wrong 
with the engine. Every part of the episode was caught on film by Goebbels’s 
cameramen. The resulting footage, Goebbels later noted in his diary, was 
enough to make him die laughing. Hanfstaengl did not see the joke. 


Convinced he had been the subject of an assassination attempt, he fled to 


Switzerland and did not return.24 


Ill 


At the beginning of 1938, Hitler’s attention turned once more to Austria. He 
had concluded a formal agreement with the Austrian government on 11 July 
1936 in which Austria had accepted the principle that it was a German state 
and the Austrian dictator, Kurt von Schuschnigg, had complied with Hitler’s 
request to give the ‘national opposition’, or in other words the Austrian Nazi 
Party, a share in government. But while Schuschnigg regarded this as settling 
the difficulties that had emerged in Austo-German relations with the coup 
attempt of two years before, Hitler saw it only as the thin end of a political 
wedge that would eventually prise open Austrian sovereignty and deliver 


complete union with Germany.22 Yet for a long time, Hitler did not think the 
moment was appropriate for a move. Throughout 1936, he urged caution on 
the Austrian Nazis, not wanting to cause international alarm while the rest of 
Europe was digesting the remilitarization of the Rhineland and _ its 
consequences. He continued in this vein through much of 1937 as well. The 
leadership of the Austrian Nazis obeyed, downplaying the hostility to the 
Catholic Church that was creating such a furore in their neighbour to the 
north. Austria was an overwhelmingly Catholic state, and it was vital to keep 
the Church hierarchy at worst neutral, at best sympathetic, towards the idea of 
a reunion with Germany. The movement’s rank and file chafed at the 
restrictions this policy imposed on their activism, and the underground Party 
was seriously divided. Another source of tension was supplied by 
Schuschnigg’s appointment of Arthur Seyss-Inquart, a pro-Nazi lawyer, to the 
government. So great was the Austrian Nazi Party’s resentment at this 
seeming co-optation of one of its leading figures into the governmental 
political machine that it formally expelled one of Seyss-Inquart’s team, Odilo 
Globocnik, in October 1937. The Austrian SS, led by Ernst Kaltenbrunner, 
was particularly forceful in propagating illegal activities against the wishes of 
the Party leadership. In the light of these divisions, any hope that Austrian 


independence could be overthrown from within had to be abandoned.2© 
While Hitler was urging caution, however, Hermann Goring was taking a 
somewhat bolder line. As head of the Four-Year Plan, he was becoming 
increasingly anxious about the rapidly growing shortfalls of raw materials and 
skilled industrial labour in the drive to rearm and prepare for war. Austria 
possessed both in abundance. Goring was particularly keen to grasp rich iron- 


ore deposits in Styria. Making his intentions clear, he showed a specially 
made map of Europe, with Austria already incorporated into Germany, to 
Mussolini in September 1937, and to the top official in the Austrian Foreign 
Ministry two months later. He took Mussolini’s silence for assent. The 
incorporation of Austria fitted well into Géring’s geopolitical idea of a broad, 
German-led economic sphere in Central Europe - the traditional idea, familiar 
since the early 1900s, of Mitteleuropa. So he also pressed for a currency 
union between the two countries. The idea met with a lukewarm response 
from the Austrian government, which suspected that this would lead 
inexorably to political union, given the vastly greater economic strength of 
Germany. This aggressive policy was too tough, Hitler told Mussolini during 
the Italian leader’s visit to Germany in September 1937. Nevertheless, he did 
nothing to stop Goring’s initiatives. For in practice he was already moving 
towards Goring’s position and beginning to think that the incorporation of 


Austria should come sooner rather than later 22 


The heightened sense of urgency that began to grip Hitler early in 1938 had 
several different causes. German rearmament was progressing at a headlong 
pace, but other countries were beginning to rearm too, and soon the advantage 
that Germany had built up would be lost. At the moment, too, experience 
seemed to show that Britain and France were still reluctant to take firm action 
against German expansion. This reluctance was underlined by the 
replacement on 21 February 1938 of Anthony Eden by the more conciliatory 
Lord Halifax as British Foreign Secretary. But how long would the will for 
appeasement last? Moreover, around 1937-8, Hitler himself began to feel that 
his own time was running out. He was nearing his fiftieth birthday, and he 
was becoming concerned about his health; in May 1938, he even suspected 
for a while that he had cancer. More immediately, and most crucially, one way 
of distracting attention from the crisis in the army leadership was to undertake 
some spectacular move in foreign policy. And here, for neither the first nor 
the last time, events played into Hitler’s hands. The growing rapprochement 
between Germany and Italy had resulted among other things in Mussolini’s 
withdrawal of all his previous objections to a German takeover of Austria, an 
aim that Hitler, as a native Austrian, had entertained since the beginning of 
his political career. Moreover, Schuschnigg, encouraged by Hitler’s special 
ambassador in Vienna, Franz von Papen, was anxious to meet Hitler to try and 
curb the violence of the Austrian Nazis, who, he feared, were planning a coup 
along the lines of the failed putsch that had resulted in the death of his 


predecessor in 1934. The meeting was to be a momentous one.Z8 


Schuschnigg’s government had grown steadily weaker since 1936. It had 


made almost no headway at all in trying to improve the economic situation, 
which remained sunk in the depths of the Depression. Years of grinding 
poverty and mass unemployment had left the majority of the population not 
only disillusioned with the government but also more convinced than ever 
that the small Austrian Republic would never become economically viable on 
its own. Throughout the 1920s all the major political parties had been 
committed to reunifying Austria - part of Germany in its various incarnations 
all the way up to 1866 - with the Reich. Although the Nazi seizure of power 
had led the Marxist-oriented Austrian Socialists to drop this particular 
demand from their programme in 1933, there was no doubt that many of them 
continued to believe it was the best solution to their country’s problems; after 
all, they thought, by joining the Third Reich they would only be leaving an 
unsuccessful dictatorship for a successful one. Moreover, many Socialists, 
embittered by their violent suppression by the government and the army in 
February 1934, were under no circumstances prepared to lend their support to 
the hated Schuschnigg, whom they held partly responsible for the killing of 
hundreds of their comrades during the conflict. More generally, Austrian 
antisemitism, a government report noted in 1936, was ‘continuously growing’ 
as people cast about for someone to blame. It was encouraged not only by the 
Austrian Nazis but also by the small but increasingly popular monarchist 
movement, led by the Archduke Otto von Habsburg, heir to the Habsburg 
throne. Schuschnigg’s attempt to rally support by founding his own fascist- 
style Fatherland Front had completely failed; fascist movements in Europe 
gained their power from harnessing popular discontent, and a government- 
sponsored imitation convinced nobody. In 1936, Schuschnigg banned the 
turbulent Home Defence Leagues. This deprived him of the only remaining 
paramilitary force that might have helped him resist a German invasion; the 
paramilitary division of the Austrian Socialists had already been outlawed 
under his predecessor Dollfuss. Thousands of disgruntled paramilitaries 
gravitated towards the underground Austrian Nazi Party, also banned under 


Schuschnigg.22 

Brokered by Papen, a meeting took place between Hitler and Schuschnigg 
at Berchtesgaden on 12 February 1938. In order to intimidate the Austrian 
dictator, Hitler had arranged for senior German military figures to be present 
at his mountain retreat, including the commander of the Condor Legion in 
Spain, Hugo Sperrle. Hitler had already been fully informed by Seyss-Inquart 
about Schuschnigg’s position. Giving him no chance to put his arguments, 
Hitler launched into a furious tirade. ‘The whole history of Austria’, he 
ranted, ‘is just one uninterrupted act of high treason. That was so in the past 
and remains so today. This historical paradox must now reach its long- 


overdue end.’ For two hours he lectured Schuschnigg on his own invincibility 
(‘I have achieved everything that I set out to do and have thus perhaps 
become the greatest German of all history’) and made clear that military 
action would follow, unimpeded by foreign intervention, if the Austrians did 
not bow to his demands (“The German Reich is a major power, and no one 


can or will try to interfere when it puts things in order at its borders’).89 
When Schuschnigg demurred, and asked for time for consultation, Hitler 
called General Keitel into the room, where he sat for ten minutes, full of 
implicit menace, before being sent away again. The following morning, to 
underline the threat, Keitel was ordered to Berlin to make the arrangements 


for intimidatory military manoeuvres on the Austrian border.81 

On 15 February, Schuschnigg, thoroughly browbeaten, complied with all 
Hitler’s demands, agreeing formally to conduct a joint foreign policy with 
Germany, to legalize the Austrian Nazi Party within the Fatherland Front, to 
release imprisoned Nazis and revoke all measures taken against them and to 
embark on programmes of military and economic collaboration. On Hitler’s 
demand, Seyss-Inquart was appointed Austrian Minister of the Interior. Many 
Austrian Nazis hated Seyss-Inquart, whose willingness to compromise with 
the government they regarded as treason, and their response was to smash all 
the windows in the German Embassy in Vienna. On 21 February 1938, Hitler 
summoned five top leaders of the Austrian Nazis to Berlin and effectively 
sacked them, forbidding them to return. From now on, he said, their Party had 
to take a legal course. Evolution, through a forced takeover of the Austrian 
government, not revolution by violence from below, was the way forward, he 
told them. But even this failed to quell the radicalism of some elements in the 
Austrian Nazi Party, who staged public demonstrations that far outweighed 
those of the Fatherland Front. More and more people, it was reported, were 
using the Hitler salute and the swastika emblem in public despite Seyss- 
Inquart’s attempts to ban them in pursuit of his policy of taking over the 
government from within. The police were now refusing to enforce these 
regulations and the army was clearly going over to the National Socialists as 
well. A familiar dialectic was emerging of official pressure from above, 
coupled with the rhetoric of restraint, and matched by rapidly mounting 
pressure from below. Schuschnigg’s agreement to Hitler’s terms had turned 
Austria into a German satellite state; now, amidst mounting expectations that 
this would lead to a rapid union between the two countries, his support, and 
the already fragile legitimacy of the Austrian state, was disappearing before 


his very eyes, 82 


On the morning of 9 March 1938, in response to this increasingly desperate 


situation, Schuschnigg suddenly announced that a referendum was to be held 
on 13 March to ask Austrian voters whether they were in favour of ‘a free and 
German, independent and social, Christian and united Austria; for freedom 
and work, and for the equality of all who declare for people and fatherland’. 
To ensure that this heavily loaded question got a resounding ‘yes’ from the 
Austrian electorate, voting was restricted to people over twenty-four years of 
age, thus disenfranchising a large part of the Nazi movement, whose 
supporters were predominantly young. Moreover, under the repressive 
conditions of Schuschnigg’s clerico-fascist dictatorship, there was no 
guarantee that voting would be free or secret, nor did the Chancellor provide 
any assurances that it would be; the lack of a proper electoral register opened 
the way to potentially massive electoral fraud. Hitler was outraged at what he 
saw as a betrayal of the Berchtesgaden agreement. Summoning Goring and 
Goebbels, he began feverish discussions on what could be done to stop the 
vote. While the army was hastily organizing invasion plans based only on a 
study prepared earlier for the eventuality of a Habsburg restoration, Hitler 
sent an ultimatum to Schuschnigg at ten in the morning on 11 March 1938: 
the referendum had to be postponed for a fortnight and the wording changed 
to one similar to that of the Saar plebiscite, in other words, implicitly asking 
people to approve union rather than oppose it. Schuschnigg had to resign and 
be replaced by Seyss-Inquart. Schuschnigg agreed to postpone the vote but 
refused to resign. Seizing the initiative, Goring telephoned the nervous and 
reluctant Seyss-Inquart and told him to inform the Austrian Head of State, 
Wilhelm Miklas, that if he did not appoint him Chancellor ‘then an invasion 
by the troops already mobilized on the border will follow tonight and that will 
be the end of Austria’. And, he added, ‘you must let the National Socialists 
loose throughout the whole country. They are now to be allowed to go on the 


streets everywhere,’23 

By the evening of 11 March, Austrian Nazis were demonstrating all over the 
country, while an SS contingent occupied the headquarters of the Tyrolese 
provincial government. The Nazi Regional Leader of Upper Austria 
announced to an ecstatic crowd of 20,000 on the main square in Linz that 
Schuschnigg had resigned, as indeed he had at 3.30 in the afternoon under the 
impact of G6ring’s second ultimatum. The plebiscite was summarily 
cancelled. In Vienna by chance, William L. Shirer was ‘swept along in a 
shouting, hysterical Nazi mob’. The police, he reported, were ‘looking on, 
grinning’. Some were already wearing swastika arm-bands. ‘Young toughs 
were heaving paving blocks into the windows of the Jewish shops. The 
crowds roared with delight.’ As the demonstrations spread, Goring told Seyss- 
Inquart to send a formal request for German troops to restore order. Not yet 


appointed Chancellor, he hesitated; the request had to be sent by Wilhelm 
Keppeler, the head of the Nazi Party’s Austrian bureau, who was now in 
Vienna, instead. It went off at ten past nine on the evening of 11 March 1938. 
Meanwhile, Hitler had sent Prince Philip of Hesse to Mussolini to secure his 
neutrality. At 10.45 p.m., the prince telephoned Hitler personally to say that 
everything was all right. ‘Please tell Mussolini I will never forget him for 
this,’ Hitler said. ‘Never, never, never, whatever happens.’ The British 
signalled their neutrality. At midnight, the Austrian President finally yielded 
and appointed Seyss-Inquart Chancellor. It was all too late anyway; spurred 
on by Goring, who told him that he would seem weak if he did not act, 
whether or not the Austrians accepted the ultimatum Hitler had given Keitel 
the invasion order already, at a quarter to nine. Earlier in the evening, 
Schuschnigg had made an emotional broadcast to the Austrian people, 
outlining the terms of the ultimatum and denying that there was any disorder. 
“We are not prepared even in this terrible situation to shed blood,’ he said. At 
5.30 in the morning of 12 March 1938, German troops, mustered in Bavaria 
over the previous two days, crossed the Austrian border. They met with no 


resistance,24 


IV 


As they drove and marched slowly towards Austria’s main towns in the 
course of the morning, the German troops were greeted by ecstatic crowds 
shouting ‘Hail’ and throwing flowers at their feet. Everywhere, clandestine 
members of the banned Austrian Nazi Party were openly revealing their 
allegiance, ostentatiously turning over the swastika buttons they had hitherto 


kept hidden behind their lapels.22 Assured by army commanders that he 
would be safe, Hitler flew to Munich and was driven towards the border in an 
open-topped car, accompanied by a motorized column of his SS bodyguard. 
Arriving at 3.50 in the afternoon at his birthplace, Braunau am Inn, he was 
greeted by jubilant crowds, who cheered him on his way. Later in the evening, 
after a four-hour journey by road, constantly slowed down by the enthusiastic 
crowds that lined the streets, he reached Linz, where he joined a group of 
leading Nazis including Himmler and Seyss-Inquart. As the church bells rang 
out, Hitler addressed a huge crowd from the balcony of the town hall, 
repeatedly interrupted by shouts of ‘hail!’ and chants of ‘one people, one 
Reich, one Leader’. ‘Any further attempt to tear this people asunder’, he 


warned, ‘will be in vain.’2 After laying flowers on his parents’ grave at 
Leonding, and visiting his old home, Hitler returned to his hotel to consider 


how the formal union of Austria with Germany could best be achieved. 
Initially he had thought merely of becoming President of Austria himself and 
holding a plebiscite on union, which would keep most of Austria’s existing 
institutions intact. But the rapturous reception he had received now convinced 
him that a full incorporation of Austria into the Reich could be achieved 
immediately without any serious opposition. “These people here are 


Germans,’ he told a British j ournalist.22 

By the evening of 13 March 1938 a Law providing for the annexation of 
Austria, drafted by a senior Interior Ministry official flown in from Berlin, 
had been approved by the reconstituted Austrian cabinet and signed by Hitler. 
The union of the two _ countries created ‘Greater Germany’ 
(Grossdeutschland). Initially, Austria as a whole became a province by itself, 
headed by Seyss-Inquart; but Hitler was now determined to erase Austrian 
identity and downgrade Vienna, the capital, which he had always disliked, in 
favour of the regions. By April 1939, the Rhenish Nazi Party Regional Leader 
Josef Biirckel, flown in to become Reich Commissioner for the Reunification 
of Austria with the Reich, had abolished the regional assemblies and merged 
regional with Party administration, though retaining, with some 
modifications, the identity of the regions themselves. Austria became the 
Eastern March (Ostmark); its identity was to be obliterated conclusively in 


1942 when it was divided into the Reich Regions of the Alps and Danube.88 
This was not what many Austrians, and especially Viennese, had expected; 
even the leaders of the Austrian Nazi Party were bitterly disappointed at being 
sidelined in favour of administrators imported from Germany. Yet initially at 
least their enthusiasm was overwhelming. On 14 March 1938, Hitler’s motor 
cavalcade drove from Linz to Vienna, again slowed down by cheering 
crowds; he was obliged to address them from his hotel balcony after his 
arrival, since they would not quieten down until they had heard him speak. 
The delay in his arrival had given the Viennese Nazis time to prepare: schools 
and workplaces were closed for the occasion, and Nazis and Hitler Youth 
members has been bussed in from the countryside. On 15 March, Hitler 
addressed a vast, delirious crowd of perhaps a quarter of a million people in 
Vienna, announcing that Austria’s new historic mission was to provide a 


bulwark against the threat from the East.22 

Austrians’ acceptance of the reunification was assured not merely by the 
long-term disillusion of the country’s citizens with their tiny, barely viable 
state, but also by careful preparation on the part of the Nazis. The Socialists 
had long been in favour of reunification, allowing doubts to creep in only 
because of the form the German government took from 1933, not because of 


any matter of broader national principle. The party had in any case been 
crushed by Dollfuss in the brief civil conflict of February 1934. Its leaders 
were mostly in exile, in prison, in the underground opposition, such as it was, 
or politically quiescent. The Nazis carefully wooed the moderate wing of the 
party, persuading its leading figure Karl Renner to declare openly on 3 April 
that he would vote yes in the forthcoming plebiscite. And in a meeting 
brokered by the indefatigable Franz von Papen, Cardinal Innitzer, leader of 
Austria’s Catholics, accepted Hitler’s personal assurances that the Church and 
its institutions, including schools, would not be affected. Already inclined to 
see in Nazism the best defence against the threat of Bolshevism, Innitzer 
recruited other leading prelates to issue a joint declaration in favour of the 
reunion on 18 March, affixing a personal ‘Hail, Hitler!’ to the foot of the 


page. 20 Organized by Josef Biirckel, who had masterminded the Saar vote, 
the plebiscite was coupled with an election in which voters were presented 
with the Leader’s list of candidates for the Greater German Reichstag. It was 
held on 10 April amidst massive manipulation and intimidation. A predictable 
99.75 per cent of Austrian voters supported the annexation, although 
probably, to judge at least from some Gestapo reports, only a quarter to a third 


of Viennese voters were genuinely committed to the idea of union.24 
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Map 19. The Annexation of Austria, 1938 

Austrians soon found out what being incorporated into the Third Reich 
meant in practical terms. The postal service, the railways, the banking system, 
the currency and all other economic institutions were obliterated by their 
German equivalents; the taxation systems were merged with effect from 
January 1940. Within two days of the takeover, the Austrian economy had 
been subsumed into the Four-Year Plan. German firms moved in to take over 
Austrian businesses, which the Plan’s economic managers considered slow 
and inefficient. Parts of Austrian business were already German-owned, of 
course, but the takeover spurred a new wave of purchases. A huge new 
Hermann-GoringWorks was set up in Linz to take advantage of Austria’s 
large iron ore deposits. Petroleum and iron production increased substantially 


as a result of the takeover. Austria’s very considerable gold and foreign 
currency reserves also accrued to the Reich, giving a temporary boost to 
Germany’s reserves. The extension of the German border to the south-east 
made trade with the Balkans easier. Austria also supplied manpower to the 
Four-Year Plan. Absorption into the already overheated German economy 
brought many benefits for Austrians; unemployment fell rapidly, and the 
influx of German soldiers and administrators into Austria increased local 
demand. But Austria’s economic problems did not disappear overnight, and 
higher wages in Germany proved insufficient as an incentive to bring 
unemployed skilled industrial workers in from the Austrian provinces. To 
relieve the manpower shortage in Germany and help reduce Austrian 
unemployment statistics, therefore, Goring decided to draft workers by force. 
A decree to this effect was issued on 22 June 1938 and by the following year, 
100,000 Austrian workers had been compulsorily taken off to work in what 
was now known as the ‘Old Reich’, including 10,000 skilled engineering 
workers. Their removal, the provision of new jobs in Austria itself, and the 
enrolment of all Austrian workers into the German Labour Front and the 
Strength Through Joy organization, had a further dampening effect on 


workers’ opposition.22 


But the Nazis were not taking any chances. Among the earliest arrivals in 
Vienna were Himmler and Heydrich, who brought in a team of Gestapo 
officers to eliminate the opposition. While many leading men in the former 
regime fled into exile, ex-Chancellor Schuschnigg refused to leave and was 
arrested; he spent the rest of the Third Reich in custody. Papen’s secretary, 
Wilhelm von Ketteler, was picked up by the Gestapo; shortly afterwards his 
lifeless body was found in a canal. The former leader of the Home Defence 
Brigades, Major Fey, who had played a leading role in putting down the Nazi 
uprising in 1934, killed himself with his entire family; 2,555 officers were 
compulsorily retired from the Austrian army, and an even larger number were 
transferred to administrative duties. These measures affected over 40 per cent 
of the officer corps. The rest of the troops were dispersed throughout the 
German army, obliterating the military identity of Austrians altogether. The 
State Secretary for Security, in overall charge of the police, was replaced by 
the head of the Austrian SS, Ernst Kaltenbrunner, while the new Vienna chief 
of police was Otto Steinhdusl, who had played a significant role in the 
abortive 1934 putsch. Six thousand ordinary German policemen were drafted 
in as reinforcements, along with a substantial number of Gestapo agents. But 
in general the Austrian police needed no thorough purge. Many of them were 
secret Nazis. They willingly made over the elaborate and extensive lists of 
oppositional elements compiled under Dollfuss and Schuschnigg. The 


Gestapo moved swiftly into action, arresting everyone thought to pose a threat 
to Nazi rule - 21,000 in all - in the night of 12-13 March. Special new 
facilities were made available in the Dachau concentration camp to 
accommodate them. Most of those imprisoned were released later in the year; 
only 1,500 were left by the end of 1938. There was to be no significant 
resistance in Austria until near the end of the war. Meanwhile, Himmler set up 
an entirely new camp, at Mauthausen, close to Linz, where prisoners from 
across the Reich would quarry stone for use in Speer’s building projects. It 
was to prove the harshest of all the camps within the territory of Greater 
Germany before the invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941. The Vienna City 
Council made the land available on condition that some of the stone was used 


for cobbling the city’s streets.22 


The harshest repression of all fell on Austria’s Jews, the overwhelming 
majority of whom - 170,000 out of nearly 200,000 - lived in Vienna. After 
living for years in the frustration of illegality, Austria’s Nazis had 
accumulated a degree of pent-up aggression that now outstripped anything 
seen so far in the Old Reich. Hard-line Nazis were jubilant at what one called 
‘the liberation of Vienna and the East March from alien Jewish rule’ and 


proclaimed a ‘general cleansing of jewified Austria’.24 All the various stages 
of antisemitic policy and action that had been developing over the years in 
Germany now happened in Austria at the same time, telescoped into a single 
outburst of rabid hatred and violence. The country’s new Nazi rulers rapidly 
introduced all the Old Reich’s antisemitic legislation, including the Aryan 
Paragraph and (in May 1938) the Nuremberg Laws. Jews were summarily 
ousted from the civil service and the professions. An elaborate bureaucracy - 
the Property Transfer Office, with a staff of 500 - was set up to manage the 
Aryanization of Jewish-owned businesses. A great deal of Jewish assets and 
property found its way into the hands of old Austrian Nazis, who demanded it 
as compensation for the years of repression they had suffered under 


Schuschnigg (and for which the Jews were in no sense to blame).22 By May 
1938, 7,000 out of 33,000 Jewish-owned businesses in Vienna had already 
been closed down; by August 1938, 23,000 more had gone. The remaining 
ones were Aryanized. Official action had in many cases been preceded by 
unofficial violence. Shortly after the takeover, a gang of stormtroopers threw 
Franz Rothenberg, chairman of the board of the Kreditanstalt, the most 
important Austrian bank, into a car and pushed him out at top speed, killing 
him instantly. Isidor Pollack, director-general of a dynamite factory, was 
beaten so badly by brownshirts in April that he died of his injuries; his firm 
was taken over by I. G. Farben, while the Kreditanstalt fell into the hands of 


the Deutsche Bank.2© 

Meanwhile, Austrian Nazis were breaking into Jewish premises, houses and 
apartments, looting the contents, and driving the inhabitants out onto the 
streets, where they were mustered under a hail of curses and blows and taken 
away to clean anti-Nazi graffiti off the city’s buildings. Soon a new version of 
this sport was discovered: the Jews were made to kneel on the streets and 
clean away Austrian crosses and other signs painted or chalked on them by 
patriots amidst the derisive comments and applause of the onlookers. 
Frequently they were doused with cold water, pushed over, or kicked as they 
carried out their humiliating task. ‘Day after day’, wrote George Gedye, the 
Vienna correspondent of the London Daily Telegraph, 


Nazi storm-troopers, surrounded by jostling, jeering and laughing mobs 
of ‘golden Viennese hearts’, dragged Jews from shops, offices and 
homes, men and women, put scrubbing-brushes in their hands, splashed 
them well with acid, and made them go down on their knees and scrub 
away for hours at the hopeless task of removing Schuschnigg 
propaganda. All this I could watch from my office window overlooking 
the Graben. (Where there was none available, I have seen Nazis painting 
it for the Jews to remove.) . . . Every morning in the Habsburgergasse 
the S. S. squads were told how many Jews to round up that day for 
menial tasks .. . The favourite task was that of cleaning the bowls of the 
w.c.s in the S. S. barracks, which the Jews were forced to do simply 


with their naked hands.2Z 


Other Jews, going about their daily business on the streets, were assaulted 
with impunity, their wallets robbed and their fur coats taken before they were 


beaten up.28 


By 17 March 1938 even Heydrich was proposing to get the Gestapo to 
arrest those Nazis who were responsible for such acts. It was not until 29 
April, however, when stormtrooper leaders were threatened with dismissal if 
they allowed these outrages to continue, that the tide of violent incidents 
began to subside. Meanwhile, the Nazis had begun officially to confiscate 
Jewish-owned apartments in Vienna: 44,000 out of 70,000 had been 
Aryanized by the end of 1938. They also initiated the forced expulsion of 
Jewish populations in a manner far more direct than had so far occurred in the 
Old Reich. In the small eastern region of the Burgenland, bordering on 
Hungary, the new Nazi rulers confiscated the property of the 3,800 members 
of the old-established Jewish community there, closed down all Jewish 
businesses, arrested community leaders, then used the creation of a security 


zone on the border as an excuse to expel the entire Jewish population. Many 
Jews were hauled off to police stations, and beaten until they signed 
documents surrendering all their assets. The police took them to the border 
and forced them across. However, since neighbouring countries often refused 
to accept them, many Jews were left stranded in no-man’s land. Fifty-one of 
them were dumped unceremoniously on a barren, sandy islet on the Danube, 
in an incident that aroused worldwide press condemnation. The majority fled 
to friends and relatives in Vienna. By the end of 1938 there were no Jews left 
in the Burgenland. Partly in response to this mass flight, the Gestapo in 
Vienna arrested 1,900 Jews who were known to have criminal convictions, 
however trivial, between 25 and 27 May 1938 and sent them to Dachau, 
where they were segregated and particularly brutally mistreated. The police 
also arrested and expelled all foreign Jews and even German Jews living in 
Vienna. Altogether, 5,000 Jews had been deported from Austria by November 
1938. By this time, too, Jews who lived outside the capital were being 
forcibly removed to Vienna. All these events created a panic amongst 
Austria’s Jewish population. Many hundreds committed suicide in despair. 
Thousands of others sought to leave the country by every means they could. 
In order to speed up this process, the Nazi authorities established a Central 


Agency for Jewish Emigration on 20 August 1938.22 

It was run by Adolf Eichmann, a man who was subsequently to become 
notorious for his role in the wartime extermination of Europe’s Jews. His 
career, therefore, deserves closer scrutiny at the moment, in 1938, when he 
first acquired a degree of prominence, not least because the procedures he set 
up in the Central Agency were to have a far wider application later. Eichmann 
was originally a Rhinelander. Born in 1906, he had lived in Austria since his 
family moved to Linz the year before the outbreak of the First World War. 
Middle-class by background and upbringing, Eichmann did not have a 
university qualification, but had worked as a sales representative for a 
petroleum company during the 1920s. As a member of Austria’s small 
Protestant minority, he identified strongly with pan-German nationalism, 
joined the independent youth movement and hobnobbed with right-wing 
nationalists, most notably the Kaltenbrunners, a family of middle-class pan- 
Germans. He joined the Austrian Nazi Party in 1932 and fell under the 
influence of Ermst Kaltenbrunner, a 29-year-old law graduate and former 
student fraternity activist. Kaltenbrunner was an active antisemite who had 
joined the Austrian SS in 1930, and in 1932 he persuaded Eichmann to 
become a member of the SS as well. Losing his job in the Depression, 
Eichmann moved to Germany in August 1933 and underwent intensive 
physical and ideological training in the SS. Soon he had joined Heydrich’s SS 


Security Service to compile information about Freemasons in Germany. His 
diligence and efficiency secured his rapid promotion through the ranks. By 
1936 he was working in the Security Service’s Jewish Department, writing 
briefing papers on Zionism, emigration and similar topics and imbibing the 


Department’s ethos of radical, ‘rational’ antisemitism. 100 


Eichmann arrived in Vienna on 16 March 1938 as part of a special unit, 
already kitted out with an arrest list of prominent Jews. The Security Service 
realized that the orderly conduct of forced emigration required the 
collaboration of Jewish leaders, especially if the poorest Jews, who lacked the 
means to leave and start a new life elsewhere, were to be included in the plan. 
Eichmann ordered leading members of the Jewish community up from their 
cells for interview and selected Josef L6wenherz, a respected lawyer, as the 
most suitable for his purpose. He sent him back to his cell with orders that he 
was not to be released until he had produced a plan for the mass emigration of 
Austria’s Jews. L6wenherz’s request for a streamlined system of processing 
applications that did away with the chicanery and deliberate delays common 
up to then met with a ready response. Eichmann instituted an orderly method 
of processing applications and arranged for the confiscated assets of the 
Jewish community and its members to be used by the Central Agency for 
subsidizing the emigration of poor Jews. Prodded by horror stories spread 
about the maltreatment of the Austrian Jews held in Dachau, by systematic 
abuse and insults from Agency officials, and by the continuing terror on the 
streets, Austria’s Jews queued in their thousands to obtain exit visas. 
Léwenherz and other Jews co-opted into the Agency’s work were repeatedly 
threatened with deportation to Dachau if they did not fill their quotas. The 
result, Eichmann later bragged, was that some 100,000 Austrian Jews had 
emigrated legally by May 1939, and several thousands more had crossed the 
border illegally, many of them eventually reaching Palestine. Newly promoted 
as a reward, and revelling in his new power, Eichmann became coarse and 
brutal in his dealings with individual Jews. His Agency, with its assembly-line 
processing, its plundering of Jewish assets to subsidize the emigration of the 
poor, its application of terror and its use of Jewish collaborators, became a 
model for the SS Security Service in its subsequent dealings with the 


Jews.101L 


V 


The incorporation of Austria into the Third Reich, with its accompanying 
anti-Jewish excesses, gave a tremendous boost to antisemitism across the 


whole of Germany. Apart from anything else, the addition of 200,000 Jews to 
the population of the Third Reich more than balanced out the numbers of 
Jews whom the Nazis had succeeded in forcing out of Germany between 


March 1933 and March 1938.422 It almost made the effort seem in vain. So 
the Nazis redoubled their determination to speed up the process of forced 
emigration. Without the Austrian example, and the feelings of triumph and 
invulnerability it engendered in Nazi Party activists, it is impossible to 
understand the upsurge of violence towards Jews that swept across Germany 
in the summer of 1938 and culminated in the pogrom of 9-10 November. The 
full force of the pogrom was felt in Austria as well. Forty-two synagogues 
were burned down in Vienna, most of the remaining Jewish-owned shops 
were destroyed, and nearly 2,000 Jewish families were summarily ejected 
from their houses and apartments. A detachment of SS men trashed the Jewish 
community headquarters and the Zionist offices on 10 November. Eichmann 
complained that the pogrom disrupted the orderly conduct of emigration, but 
in fact he was well aware that its basic intention was to speed up the whole 
process through the sudden application of a spectacular degree of mass terror, 


and this indeed was its affect in Austria as elsewhere.293 


Just as striking was the impulse the annexation of Austria and the 
expropriation of its Jewish community gave to the cultural ambitions of 
leading Nazis. They confiscated many major art collections, including those 
of the Rothschilds, which the Reich Finance Ministry eventually began selling 
off to meet newly imposed tax bills. The Mayor of Nuremberg succeeded in 
having the crown jewels of the Holy Roman Empire, taken from his city to 
Vienna in 1794, transferred back in preparation for the 1938 Party Rally. Art 
dealers began to gather round the looted collections like vultures round a 
carcass. Hermann Goring vetoed further sales and exports with an eye to 
acquiring some of the artworks for himself. But it was Hitler who led the 
plunder. A visit to Rome in May 1938 convinced him that Greater Germany 
too needed a major artistic capital, and his eye lighted upon Linz, where he 
had spent his childhood. On 26 June 1939 he ordered the art historian and 
Dresden museum director Hans Posse to create a collection for a planned art 
museum in Linz. On 24 July the Austrian administration under Biirckel was 
informed by Bormann that all confiscated collections were to be made 
available to Posse or Hitler personally; by October, Posse had managed to get 
the Rothschild collections included as well. The looting of the cultural 


heritage of Europe had begun.L04 


These acts of plunder were not widely known among Germans. Their 
immediate reactions to the annexation were mixed. The same pattern was 


evident as on previous occasions, such as the remilitarization of the Rhineland 
in 1936: national pride was mingled with nervousness, even panic, born out of 
fear of a general war. According to some reports, the latter was the first 
response to the Austrian crisis, giving way fairly quickly to nationalistic 
enthusiasm as the passivity of the other European powers made it clear that 
war would not come, at least not on this occasion. ‘Hitler is a master of 
politics,’ was one widespread view; ‘yes, he’s truly a great statesman, he’s 
greater than Napoleon, because he’s conquering the world without war.’ The 
peaceful nature of the annexation was the key factor here. Workers may have 
been depressed by the absence of Socialist opposition (‘where was Red 
Vienna?’), but many were also hugely impressed by Hitler’s bloodless coup: 


‘He’s really a good chap,’ remembered one 105 


Hitler’s Vienna speech on 15 March 1938 was greeted by what one Social 
Democratic agent admitted was a massive enthusiasm and joy at this success . 
. . The jubilation knew almost no bounds any more . . . Even sections of 
society that had been cool towards Hitler up to this point, or rejected him, 
were now carried along by the event and admitted that Hitler was after all a 
great and clever statesman who would lead Germany upwards again to 


greatness and esteem from the defeat of 1918,108 


The annexation of Austria brought Hitler’s popularity to unprecedented 
heights. Middle-class nationalists were ecstatic, whatever their reservations 


on other points of the Third Reich’s policies, 122 The reunification of 


Germany and Austria was, wrote Luise Solmitz in her diary, ‘world history, 
the fulfilment of my old German dream, a truly united Germany, through a 
man who fears nothing, knows no compromises, hindrances or difficulties’. In 
mounting excitement she listened to the radio as it broadcast the unfolding 
events, recording every move, every speech in a spirit of mounting ecstasy 
despite all the problems from which her family suffered because of their 
racially mixed status. ‘It’s all like a dream,’ she wrote, ‘one is completely torn 
away from one’s own world and from oneself .. . One must recall that one is 
excluded from the people’s community oneself like a criminal or degraded 


person,’ L08 Victor Klemperer was in despair: ‘We shall not live to see the end 


of the Third Reich,’ he wrote on 20 March 1938. He also noted that ‘since 
yesterday a broad yellow bill with the Star of David has been stuck to every 


post of our fence: Jew? 109 


For Hitler himself, the success of the annexation brought a further increase 
in self-confidence, the certainty that he had been chosen by Providence, the 


belief that he could do no wrong. His speeches at this time are full of 
references to his own, divinely ordained status as the architect of Germany’s 
rebirth. There was now no one left to restrain him. The army, still in a state of 
shock and, in parts of the officer corps, disillusion after the Blomberg-Fritsch 
affair, had no answer to this major success. Even those officers who were now 
convinced that Hitler would lead them into the abyss in the long run felt 
unable to take any direct action in the light of the huge popularity the Nazi 
Leader had now attained. Already, Hitler was looking to Czechoslovakia, 
egged on by Ribbentrop, who assured him blithely that Britain would not 
intervene. So feeble had been the reaction of the other European powers to the 
annexation of Austria that there seemed no reason why the takeover of 
Czechoslovakia, announced as an intermediate aim by Hitler at the meeting 


recorded by Colonel Hossbach in 1937, should not go ahead.110 

In his speech to the Reichstag on 18 March 1938, Hitler already referred in 
emotional terms to the ‘brutal violation of countless millions of German racial 
comrades’ across Europe. On 28 March, in the middle of a campaign of public 
speeches and rallies for the combined election and plebiscite to be held on 10 
April, Hitler held a secret meeting with the leader of the Sudeten German 
Party, a Nazi-backed organization that claimed to represent the German 
minority in Czechoslovakia. The Party, Hitler said, had to avoid collaboration 
with the Czech government and instead embark on a campaign for ‘total 


freedom for the Sudeten Germans’ 111 The subversion of Czechoslovakia 


was under way. Its ultimate end was the complete destruction of the 
Czechoslovak state and its absorption into the German Reich in one form or 
another. Only in this way could the boundaries of Germany be reordered in 
such a manner as to create a springboard for the invasion of Poland and 
Russia and the creation of the racially reconstituted ‘living-space’ for the 
Germans in Eastern Europe that Hitler had long desired. Hitler told his 
generals and Foreign Ministry officials on 28 May that he was ‘utterly 
determined that Czechoslovakia should disappear from the map’. Two days 
later, revised military plans were presented for implementing his ‘unalterable 
decision to smash Czechoslovakia by military action in the foreseeable 


future’ 412 For the first time, therefore, Hitler was now embarking on a 
course that could not be represented as the adjustment of unfair and punitive 
territorial provisions arrived at in the Peace Settlement of 1919. The 
consequences of this step were to be momentous. 


THE RAPE OF CZECHOSLOVAKIA 


The Republic of Czechoslovakia was one of Europe’s few remaining 
democracies in 1938. Bolstered by deep-seated liberal traditions, Czech 
representatives at the peace negotiations in 1919 had succeeded in obtaining 
independence from the Habsburg monarchy, to which the states of Bohemia 
and Moravia had formerly belonged. The new state, unlike its Austrian 
neighbour to the south, began its life with excellent prospects, including a 
strong industrial base. Like other successor states to the old Habsburg 
monarchy, however, Czechoslovakia contained substantial national minorities, 
the largest of which consisted of some 3 million Germans, mostly clustered 
around the western, north-western and south-western border areas of the 
country. Although Czech was the official national language, nearly nine out of 
ten ethnic Germans were able to continue using their mother tongue when 
dealing with officialdom, German was used in schools in the relevant 
districts, and the German minority was represented in the Czech parliament. 
German parties participated in coalition governments, and German-speakers 
were able to pursue their own careers, although they needed Czech if they 
were to enter the civil service. Ethnic Germans, increasingly referred to as 
Sudeten Germans, after the area in which many of them lived, had full 
individual rights as citizens, in a country where civil freedoms were more 
respected than in most other parts of Europe. There was no guarantee of 
collective rights to the German-speaking minority, but the idea of granting it 
the status of a second ‘state people’ alongside the Czechs was widely 


discussed in the later 1920s.43 

Two factors destroyed the relatively peaceful coexistence between Czechs 
and Germans at the beginning of the 1930s. The first was the worldwide 
economic Depression, which affected the German-speaking population 
particularly badly. Consumer-oriented light industries such as glass and 
textiles, heavily concentrated in German-speaking areas, collapsed. By 1933, 
ethnic Germans constituted two-thirds of the Republic’s unemployed. The 
state’s overburdened social welfare system consigned many of them to 
poverty and destitution. At this point, the second factor, the Nazi seizure of 
power in Germany, came into play, causing growing numbers of desperate 
Sudeten Germans to look to the Third Reich as the German economy began to 
recover under the impact of rearmament, while its Czech counterpart still 


languished in the doldrums. In these circumstances, German-speakers rallied 
to the Sudeten German Party, which demanded economic improvements 
based on regional autonomy while protesting its loyalty to the Czechoslovak 
state and maintaining a discreet distance from the Nazis across the border in 
Germany. The Party’s leader, the schoolteacher Konrad Henlein, came under 
increasing pressure from ex-members of banned German-nationalist extremist 
groups who joined his organization early in 1933. By 1937, Hitler’s foreign 
policy successes had given them the upper hand. In the 1936 elections the 
Party gained 63 per cent of the ethnic German vote. Early in 1937 the Czech 
government, realizing the danger, made a series of important economic 
concessions, admitting German-speakers to the civil service and issuing 
government contracts to Sudeten German firms. But it was already too late. 
Funds were now flowing into the Party’s coffers from Berlin, and with this 
financial leverage, the German government was able to bring Henlein into 
line behind a policy of detaching the Sudetenland from the rest of the 
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Map 20. Ethnic Groups in Czechoslovakia, 1920-37 
By the spring of 1938, its impatience sharply increased by the German 
annexation of Austria, the Sudeten German Party was becoming violent. Mass 
intimidation of its opponents in local elections helped to increase its vote to 


75 per cent 412 As pressure from Berlin mounted, the Czech government 
conceded the principle of Sudeten German autonomy and offered additional 


economic relief. But it was all to no avail.44© Henlein was bent on secession, 
and Hitler was bent on war. But the invasion of Czechoslovakia, where the 
vast majority of the population was implacably opposed to Hitler, Nazism and 
the idea of a German takeover, was a vastly different prospect from the 


invasion of Austria, where the vast majority of the population was in favour 
of all or most of these things in one degree or another. Czechoslovakia was a 
bigger, wealthier and more powerful country than Austria, with a major 
armaments industry, including the Skoda works, one of Europe’s leading arms 
manufacturers. Unlike the Austrian army, which was small, poorly prepared 
for action, and deeply divided in its attitudes towards Germany, the Czech 
army was a substantial, well-disciplined and well-equipped fighting force, 
united in its determination to resist a German invasion. German generals had 
already been nervous before the remilitarization of the Rhineland and the 
annexation of Austria. They were virtually panic-stricken when they learned 
of Hitler’s intention to destroy Czechoslovakia. Not only were military 
preparations inadequate and rearmament short of target, but the likelihood of 
foreign intervention and a general war was far greater than before. 
Czechoslovakia was formally allied to France, after all; and the invasion 
could not really be presented as anything other than an act of aggression 
against a sovereign state upon which Germany - unlike in the case of Austria - 


had no claim to suzerainty in the eyes of the world 112 

To be sure, the generals had few objections in principle to a takeover of 
Czechoslovakia, which obtruded geographically into the newly created 
Greater Germany in a strategically dangerous manner. Hatred and contempt 
for Slavs and democrats fused in their minds with a broader belief in the 
eventual creation of a German empire in East-Central Europe. Moreover, the 
acquisition of the Czech arms industry, skilled labour and plentiful raw 
materials would alleviate the Third Reich’s increasingly dire supply situation 
in these fields. All of this added to the general strategic importance of 
Czechoslovakia in the eyes of Hermann Goring, whose prestige had been 
notably boosted by the annexation of Austria. Yet Goring and the generals 
were unconvinced that the moment was right for a move against the Czechs. 
It seemed to be a reckless and foolhardy act, running a real risk of a general 
war for which Germany in their view was quite unprepared. It would, they 
thought, be far more prudent to wait, pile on the pressure and secure 
piecemeal concessions. Their doubts grew as it began to become clear that 
Britain would not stand aside this time. As Goebbels unleashed a massive 
propaganda campaign full of horror stories about the supposed mistreatment 
of the Sudeten Germans by the Czechs, a sense of crisis started to grip the 


senior army commanders. 118 


On 5 May, the Chief of the Army General Staff, Ludwig Beck, informed 
Hitler that Germany was in no position to win a war should, as he thought 
likely, Britain intervene to protect the Czechs. Later in the month he repeated 


his warnings with greater insistence, and on 16 July he issued a memorandum 
to senior generals warning of dire consequences should the invasion go ahead. 
He even canvassed the idea of getting the top generals to resign en masse in 
protest against Hitler’s plans. The other generals, however, were still 
demoralized by the Blomberg-Fritsch scandal. They were locked in a tradition 
of belief that the duty of soldiers was to obey orders and not involve 
themselves in politics. They feared that breaking their personal oath of loyalty 
to Hitler would be an act of dishonour. They were all too aware of Hitler’s 
increased prestige and power after the annexation of Austria. And they did not 
in any case disagree with Hitler’s aim of attacking Czechoslovakia, only with 
its timing. So although they shared many of Beck’s concerns, they refused to 
back him this time. Nevertheless, Hitler still felt it necessary to appeal for the 
officers’ support at meetings on 13 June and 10 August 1938. He was backed 
by the head of the army, General Brauchitsch, after subjecting him to a 
lengthy tirade when he submitted to him Beck’s memorandum of 16 July 
1938. Meanwhile, some of the ground had been cut from under Beck’s feet by 
war games ordered by his own General Staff in June, which showed that 
Czechoslovakia could be conquered within eleven days, allowing the rapid 
transfer of troops to the West to mount a defence against any possible Franco- 
British military action. Objections that the defensive West Wall was not yet 
ready met with another tirade from Hitler. The British and French would not 
intervene, he said. And Fritz Todt, whom he had put in over the army’s head 
in May to push on the building the West Wall, would have the fortifications 


ready by the onset of winter anyway. 112 


Feeling totally isolated, Beck resigned as Chief of the Army General Staff 
on 18 August 1938, to be succeeded by General Franz Halder, his deputy. The 
choice was an obvious one, but Halder was in fact not at all what he seemed 
to be from the Nazi leadership’s point of view. Born in 1884, he was an 
artillery officer who came from a Franconian military family with strongly 
conservative leanings. Far from being a reliable tool of Nazi aggression, he 
shared many of Beck’s reservations about the risky nature of Hitler’s policy. 
In these, he was joined by a number of other conservative officers and 
diplomats, notably Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, head of military intelligence, 
and Erwin von Witzleben, a senior infantry general and commander of the 
Berlin military district. So deep was their disapproval of Hitler’s reckless 
drive to war that they began to make plans to overthrow him. They joined 
forces with a group of younger officers who had already been plotting Hitler’s 
downfall, notably Hans Oster, a Brigadier-General in Canaris’s intelligence 
department. And they extended the conspiracy to include civilians who, they 
knew, would be needed to staff a post-Nazi government, including 


conservative figures who had developed more or less serious reservations 
about the direction in which the regime was heading, such as Schacht and 
Goerdeler, Foreign Ministry officials such as State Secretary Ernst von 
Weizsdcker and his juniors Adam von Trott zu Solz and Hans-Bernd von 
Haeften, and senior civil servants, including Hans Bernd Gisevius, a former 
assistant secretary in the Interior Ministry, and Count Peter Yorck von 
Wartenburg from the Reich Price Commissioner’s office. The conspirators put 
out feelers to other alarmed conservatives and started detailed planning for the 
coup, sketching out troop deployments and debating whether Hitler should be 
assassinated or merely put into custody. A number of them, notably 
Goerdeler, travelled to other countries, especially Britain, to issue private 
warnings to senior politicians, government ministers, civil servants and 
anyone else who would listen about Hitler’s bellicose intentions. They were 
met with polite expressions of interest, but were unable to secure any concrete 
pledges of support, though it is difficult to see exactly what these might have 


involved in concrete terms at this stage 120 


The fundamental weakness of the conspiracy was that its members, by and 
large, did not disapprove of Hitler’s basic aim of dismembering 
Czechoslovakia; they only deplored what they considered his irresponsible 
haste in doing so while the German economy and the armed forces were still 
unprepared for the general European war to which they feared it would lead. 
Thus if Hitler succeeded in his aim without provoking a general war, the rug 


would be pulled from under their feet. 121 Moreover, the men involved in the 
conspiracy had no support in the Nazi Party or in the vast apparatus of 
organizations through which it ruled Germany. Both the officer corps and the 
Foreign Office, the two centres of the plot, had been repeatedly discredited in 
the previous months, particularly over Austria. The War Ministry, Goring told 
the officers in the middle of the crisis, housed ‘the spirit of faint-heartedness. 


This spirit’, he added, ‘must go! »122 Tf Halder and his fellow conspirators had 
succeeded in arresting Hitler, the army’s image, branded reactionary by 
Goebbels, would have had little popular appeal even supposing the other 
generals had rallied to their cause. Success was unlikely, therefore. But in any 
case it was soon put out of the question by developments on the diplomatic 


front.223 


Il 


By early September, events were coming to a head. Unlike the annexation of 


Austria, the takeover of Czechoslovakia required a lengthy build-up in view 
of the far greater military and international obstacles that stood in Hitler’s 
way. It took him several months to overcome the objections of the generals 
and to develop the military planning, in which he involved himself personally 
since he did not trust the generals to do it to his satisfaction. Throughout the 
summer, Goebbels’s ceaseless stream of anti-Czech propaganda made it 
abundantly clear to the international community that an invasion was being 
prepared in Berlin. Day after day, banner headlines in the newspapers blared 
forth stories about alleged Czech atrocities, the shooting of innocent Sudeten 
Germans, ‘women and children mowed down by Czech armoured cars’, the 
terrorization of the population by the Czech police, threatened gas attacks on 
Sudeten German villages, and the machinations of the ‘world arsonists’ centre 


Prague’, the Trojan horse of Bolshevism in Central Europe.224 The Czechs 
did in fact have an alliance with the Soviet Union, but it meant very little in 
practice, as they were soon to find out. Far more important was the fact that 
the integrity of Czechoslovakia was guaranteed by treaty with France. If 
France came to the Czechs’ aid, then Britain would be bound to intervene too, 
as it had over Belgium under comparable circumstances in 1914. The British 
Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain was aware that Britain, though now 
hurriedly rearming, was in no condition to wage a general European war. He 
felt that the strain on British public finances would be unsustainable. 
Moreover, a general war, he thought, would bring upon British cities aerial 
bombardments that would make Guernica look like a tea-party. Not only was 
there no defence against them, it was believed, but they would probably, like 
the Italian bombardment of the Ethiopians, involve the use of poison gas on 
the defenceless people below. At the height of the crisis, indeed, the British 
government issued gas-masks to the civilian population and ordered the 
evacuation of London. In any case, Britain’s global strategy dictated that the 
Empire, by far the largest in the world, came first, and Europe, in which the 
United Kingdom had little direct interest, a distant second. ‘How horrible, 
fantastic, incredible it is’, Chamberlain told his listeners during a BBC Radio 
broadcast towards the end of September 1938, ‘that we should be digging 
trenches and trying on gas-masks here because of a quarrel in a far-away 


country between people of whom we know nothing,’125 

Czechoslovakia was clearly further away than India, South Africa or 
Australia in the mental map of the British people as well as in the imagination 
of their Prime Minister. Chamberlain knew above all that he would find little 
or no public support for a war against Germany over the Sudeten question, 
even though by this time voices were being raised in the British political 


world demanding that Hitler’s march of European conquest had to be 


stopped.t28 It still seemed unclear to Chamberlain that Hitler was bent on 
European conquest rather than merely determined to right the wrongs of the 
Treaty of Versailles and protect beleaguered ethnic German minorities. If he 
could be appeased on the Sudeten question then maybe he would be satisfied 
and a general war could be avoided. Chamberlain determined to intervene 
decisively to prevent a war by forcing the Czechs to give way. When Hitler 
gave a speech at the Nuremberg Party Rally on 12 September 1938 
threatening war if the Sudeten Germans were not granted self-determination, 
Chamberlain demanded a meeting. As Henlein’s thugs, acting on orders from 
Hitler, staged a wave of violent incidents designed to provoke Czech police 
repression, thus providing the excuse for German intervention, Chamberlain 
boarded an airplane for the first time in his life - in a sharp contrast to Hitler’s 
embrace of this most modern means of travel years before - and flew to 
Munich. During a lengthy one-to-one meeting, witnessed only by an 
interpreter, Chamberlain agreed to a revision of Czech boundaries to 
accommodate the Sudeten Germans’ wishes. But this did not seem to satisfy 
the German Leader. Chamberlain reacted to Hitler’s bluster by asking him 
why he had agreed to meet him if he would admit no alternative to war. Faced 


with such an ultimatum, Hitler reluctantly agreed to another meeting £22 


On 22 September 1938, after consulting the British cabinet about his 
concessions, Chamberlain flew once more to Germany and met Hitler in the 
Hotel Dreesen, in Bad Godesberg, on the river Rhine. The French, he assured 
Hitler, had agreed to his terms. So there would be no problem in reaching a 
settlement. To his astonishment, however, Hitler presented him with a fresh 
set of demands. The recent violence in Czechoslovakia meant, he said, that he 
would have to occupy the Sudetenland almost at once. Moreover, Poland and 
Hungary, both led by military, authoritarian nationalist governments that had 
scented blood in the atmosphere surrounding the negotiations, had also put in 
claims on Czech territory bordering their own, and these too, said Hitler, had 
to be met. The fronts now began to harden. The Czech government, 
recognizing the realities of the situation, had accepted the Anglo-French 
terms. But at the same time, a military government came to power in Prague 
under the impact of the crisis, and it was clear that no more concessions 
would be made. The British cabinet rejected the Bad Godesberg proposals, 
worried that the British public would see them as a humiliation for the 
government. Chamberlain sent a high-level mission to Berlin to make it clear 
to Hitler that Britain would not tolerate unilateral action. Hitler, furious, 
invited Sir Horace Wilson, the delegation’s leader, to a speech he was to give 


at the Sports Palace on the evening of 26 September. It culminated in a violent 
tirade against the Czechs. William L. Shirer, who was at the rally, noted that 
Hitler was ‘shouting and shrieking in the worst state of excitement I’ve ever 
seen him in .. . with a fanatical fire in his eyes’. Working himself up into a 
frenzy, he declared, to the tumultuous applause of 20,000 Nazi supporters, 
that the Czech genocide of the German minority could not be tolerated. He 
himself would march into the country at the head of his troops. October 1 


would be the date.428 

While the British and the Czechs prepared for war, it was in the end Hitler 
who backed down. Surprisingly, perhaps, the decisive influence here was that 
of Hermann Goring, who had been so hawkish over Austria. Like the 
generals, he was appalled that a general war was being risked over an issue 
where the key concessions to Germany had been made already. So, behind 
Hitler’s back, he brokered a conference with the British, the French and, 
crucially, the Italians, who asked Hitler to postpone the invasion until the 
conference had met. Persuaded by Goring’s strong reservations about a war, 
and seeing in Mussolini’s request a way out of the situation without being 
humiliated, Hitler agreed. The conference met in Munich on 29 September 
1938, without the Czechs, who had not been invited. Goring had drafted an 
agreement in advance, and had it put into formal terms by Weizsdcker in the 
Foreign Ministry. Ribbentrop was all for war (‘he has a blind hatred of 


England,’ noted Goebbels in his diary).122 So he was not informed about the 
draft document, which was given to the Italian ambassador, who presented it 
to Hitler on 28 September as the work of Mussolini. After thirteen hours of 
negotiations on the fine print, the Munich Agreement was signed by the four 
powers on 29 September 1938. The following day, Chamberlain presented 
Hitler with a declaration that Britain and Germany would never go to war 
again. Hitler signed it without demur. On his return to England, Chamberlain 
waved it at cheering crowds from the first-floor window of 10, Downing 
Street. ‘I believe it is peace for our time,’ he told them. He genuinely seems to 
have believed that he had achieved a settlement that was satisfactory to all, 
including the Czechs, who, he declared, had been saved for a happier future. 
Hitler, he had told his sister after first meeting the German leader, was a man 
whose word could be trusted. All his experiences during the to-and-fro of 


negotiation do not seem to have disillusioned him.430 


The sense of relief was as palpable in Germany as it was in Britain. Since 
May, there had been widespread popular anxiety in Germany about the 
possibility of war, made more acute by the Czech government’s military 
mobilization in the same month. On previous occasions, the panic had been 


short-lived. But this time, the crisis dragged on for months. Even the SS 
Security Service admitted that there was a ‘war psychosis’ among the 
population that had lasted until the Munich Agreement had been signed. 
‘With reference to the superiority of the opponent, a defeatism emerged, that 
escalated into the strongest criticism of the “adventurous policy of the 
Reich”.’ Many people thought that the incorporation of the crisis-ridden 
Sudetenland into Germany would impose a severe economic burden on the 
Reich. At the tensest moments of the crisis, people were withdrawing their 
savings from the banks in panic; inhabitants of the areas bordering 
Czechoslovakia were making preparations to flee westward. Many Germans, 
regrettably from the Security Service point of view, preferred to get their 
information from foreign radio stations, and this further increased their 
pessimism. The Security Service blamed intellectuals above all for this 


trend +31 

But it was not merely intellectuals who were worried. Hitherto, Hitler had 
won the plaudits of the great mass of Germans by securing foreign policy 
triumphs without bloodshed. Now that it looked as if blood really would be 
spilled, things seemed very different. The general anxiety, Social Democratic 
agents noted in May 1938, stood in sharp contrast to the enthusiasm of 
August 1914. To be sure, most people thought the demands of the Sudeten 


Germans justified. But they wanted them to be realized without wart32 


Nobody, it was reported in July, thought that Germany could win a war 
against Britain and France. Some embittered ex-Social Democrats even hoped 
it would happen because defeat was the best way to get rid of the Nazis. But 
amongst many workers, there was also a widespread fatalism. Young people 
were frequently swept away by the vision of a great Germany, bestriding a 
vanquished Continent. Many older people were confused and felt they lacked 


detailed information. 233 


grew.134 The ‘war psychosis’ in the population, reported Goebbels in his 


diary on 31 August, was srowing.432 In the Ruhr, Social Democratic 


observers reported shortly before the Munich Agreement, 


As preparations for war intensified, popular anxiety 


There reigns a gigantic restlessness. People are afraid that it will come 
to war, and that Germany will go under in it. Nowhere is any enthusiasm 
for war to be found. People know that a war against the greater part of 


Europe and against America must end in defeat for Germany .. . If it 
comes to a war, this war will be as unpopular in Germany as 
possible. 436 


Even the young, for all their enthusiasm for a Greater Germany, were now 


anxious about the situation 132 


It was not just the working classes or the interview partners of Social 
Democratic agents who were worried. ‘War, war, war’, wrote Luise Solmitz 
in her diary on 13 September 1938, ‘ - wherever one goes, one hears nothing 
else.’ For a while her fear of a general war outweighed her customary 
patriotism. Suddenly 1914 meant something other than a spirit of national 
union: ‘1914 is eerily reviving. Every Sudeten German killed is a Franz 


Ferdinand.’ 438 Nevertheless, her patriotic Jewish husband Friedrich Solmitz 
still volunteered for military service in his country’s hour of need. His 


application was refused.139 Among the population at large, confidence in 
Hitler’s ability to make foreign policy gains without bloodshed was dented far 
more than it had been on previous occasions such as the Rhineland 
remilitarization or the annexation of Austria, precisely because the Czech 
crisis went on for so long. In the late summer and early autumn of 1938 there 
was a marked increase in the number of people brought before the Special 


Courts for criticism of Hitler himself,442 

Correspondingly, the wave of relief that swept over the country on the 
announcement of the Munich Agreement was enormous. ‘All of us can live 
on,’ wrote Luise Solmitz in her diary, ‘relaxed, happy, a terrible pressure 
removed from us all . . . Now this wonderful, unique experience. The 


Sudetenland gained, in peace with England and France.’241 In Danzig, as a 
Social Democratic agent reported, almost everyone saw the Munich 


Agreement ‘as a hundred per cent success for Hitler’.442 But this was hardly 


surprising given the town’s situation. Among Catholic workers in the Ruhr, 
by contrast, there were, reports of worries that Hitler’s success would lead to 
an even more ruthless campaign against the Church. Nevertheless everyone 
was relieved that Hitler had obtained new territory for Germany without 
bloodshed. No wonder that Chamberlain was cheered as he passed through 
the streets of Munich after signing the Agreement. Everyone agreed that the 
Agreement had greatly strengthened Hitler’s power and prestige. Only die- 
hard opponents of the regime were embittered by what they saw as the 
betrayal of the Czechs by the Western democracies. Only the gloomiest 


concluded ‘that it’ll go further’ 443 


Hitler himself was far from triumphant over the outcome. He had been 
cheated of the war for which he had been planning. He felt resentful at 
Goring’s intervention. From this point on, relations between the two men 
cooled, leaving Ribbentrop, effectively excluded from the Munich 
negotiations, in a stronger position, as it did Himmler, who had also stood by 


Hitler in his desire for war. The army generals and their co-conspirators had 
to abandon their plans for a coup in the light of the peaceful outcome of the 
crisis, but they too were left weakened in their standing with Hitler, and in 
addition the more radical amongst them felt cheated by Chamberlain’s 
intervention. Moreover, Hitler was only too aware of the fact that the majority 
of Germans did not want war, for all the efforts of the Third Reich to persuade 
them of its desirability. On 27 September 1938, he had organized a military 
parade through Berlin just at the time when Berliners were pouring out of 
their offices on their way home and could be expected to pause to cheer as the 
lorries and tanks rolled past. But, reported William L. Shirer, 


They ducked into subways, refused to look on, and the handful that did 
stood at the curb in utter silence unable to find a word of cheer for the 
flower of their youth going away to the glorious war. It has been the 
most striking demonstration against war I’ve ever seen. Hitler himself 
reported furious. I had not been standing long at the corner when a 
policeman came up the Wilhelmstrasse from the direction of the 
Chancellery and shouted to the few of us standing at the curb that the 
Fuhrer was on his balcony reviewing the troops. Few moved. I went 
down to have a look. Hitler stood there, and there weren’t two hundred 


people in the street . . 144 


Angry and dismayed, Hitler went inside. 

On 10 November 1938 (immediately after the antisemitic pogrom, when 
Jewish men were being arrested all over Germany), Hitler expressed his 
dismay to a closed meeting of German press representatives: 


Only by constantly emphasizing the German desire for peace and 
peaceful intentions was I able to gain the German people’s freedom step 
by step and thus give it the armament necessary as a prerequisite for 
accomplishing the next step. It is self-evident that such a peace 
propaganda, carried on throughout the decades, also has its questionable 
aspect, for it can all too well lead to the impression in the minds of 
many people that the present regime is identified with the resolution and 
the willingness to preserve peace under all circumstances. This would, 
however, above all, lead to the German nation, instead of being prepared 
for events, being filled by a spirit of defeatism in the long run, and this 


would take away the successful achievements of the present regime.242 


Hitler went on to rant against ‘intellectuals’ who were undermining the will to 
war. It was the role of the press, he said, to convince the people that war was 
necessary. They had to be brought to believe blindly in the correctness of the 


leadership’s policies, even when these included war. Doubt only made them 
unhappy. ‘Now it has become necessary gradually to reorient the German 
people psychologically, and to make it clear to them that there are things that 
cannot be achieved by peaceful means but must be carried through by 


force.’448 That more than five years of indoctrination and preparation at 
every level had not achieved this aim already was an astonishing admission of 
failure. It showed that the vast majority of Germans, in Hitler’s view, were 
falling far short of giving the regime the popular support it demanded, even in 
the area - foreign policy - where its aims supposedly had their broadest 


appeal. 142 


Ill 


On 1 October 1938 German troops marched across the border into 
Czechoslovakia as the well-equipped Czech army withdrew from the strong 
positions it occupied in the mountainous and easily defensible border regions. 
The scenes that had greeted the German annexation of Austria were repeated 
in the Sudetenland. Ecstatic supporters of Henlein’s Sudeten German Party 
lined the streets, cheering the German soldiers as they marched by, strewing 
flowers in their path and raising their arms in the Hitler salute. Amongst those 
who did not sympathize with the Nazis, a very different mood prevailed. Over 
25,000 people, mostly Czech, had already fled from the Sudetenland into 
predominantly Czech areas in September. Now they were followed by another 
150,000 from the same territory and other border areas between the signature 
of the Munich Agreement and the end of 1938, and almost 50,000 more in the 
following few months. The refugees included Czechs and Germans who 
qualified as Jewish under the Nuremberg Laws; they knew only too well what 
awaited them if they stayed. By May 1939 the number of Jews in the 
Sudetenland had fallen from 22,000 to fewer than 2,000 in all. A fifth of the 
Czech population of the border areas fled. Almost a quarter of the Sudeten 
German population had opposed Henlein’s party, and 35,000 of them fled too, 
mostly German Social Democrats and Communists. The fate of those who 
remained showed that they had been wise to leave. The Gestapo and the SS 
Security Service moved in behind the German troops, and they arrested about 
8,000 ethnic German and 2,000 Czech opponents of Nazism, putting the 
majority of them into concentration camps, a minority in state prisons 
following formal trials. Little over a month later, the violence of the pogrom 
of 9-10 November was extended to the Sudetenland too, and those Jews who 
remained there were subject to widespread violence, looting and destruction 


of their property. Fifty thousand employees of the Czechoslovak state, in the 
railways, the post office, the schools and local administration, were dismissed 
to make way for Germans, and also left for the rump CzechoSlovak Republic, 


as it was now called.448 

The predominantly German-speaking areas of western and northern 
Bohemia, northern Moravia and southern Silesia were incorporated into the 
Third Reich as the Reich Region Sudetenland, while southern Bohemia 
became part of Bavaria and southern Moravia was assigned to the former 
Austria. Henlein was made Reich Commissioner of the new region under the 
Reich Interior Ministry, and civil servants were drafted in from other parts of 
Germany to fill the posts in regional and local administration vacated by 
Czechs, Jews and leftists. Nevertheless, most administrators at all levels were 
Sudeten Germans, and - in sharp contrast to Austria - the Nazi regime took 
great care to perpetuate a distinctive sense of identity for the Sudetenland, 
leaving only the Gestapo and the SS (including its Security Service) in the 
hands of men from the Old Reich. Sudeten Germans themselves flocked to 
join the Nazi Party and enrol in the SA. Yet they were soon to be 
disillusioned. Long-standing local voluntary associations and clubs were 
dissolved or incorporated into Nazi Party organizations run from Berlin. 
Resentment against carpetbaggers from the Old Reich, limited though their 
numbers were, was soon widespread. Unemployment fell sharply, but 
industrial workers had to live with the long hours and poor pay that had 
become the norm in the Old Reich. Twenty-two per cent of Czech industrial 
production was located in the annexed areas, and it was rapidly incorporated 
into the German war economy, with German firms moving quickly in to take 
advantage of the Germanization and Aryanization of Czech and Jewish 
businesses. I.G. Farben, Carl Zeiss Jena and major German banks and 
insurance companies made significant acquisitions, though Sudeten German 
companies benefited from the loot as well. The 410,000 Czechs who 
remained in the annexed areas found their language banned for official use, 
their secondary schools closed and their voluntary associations and clubs shut 


down. They had now become second-class citizens.442 


The Munich Agreement also gave the signal to smaller powers to take their 
slice of the Czechoslovak cake. On 30 September 1938 the Polish military 
government demanded the cession of the strip of land around Teschen on the 
northern border of Czechoslovakia, which had a substantial Polish-speaking 
population; the Czechs had little option but to agree, and Polish troops 
marched in on 2 October 1938. The Czech general who handed over the 
region remarked to his Polish counterpart that he would not enjoy its 


possession for long: Poland was surely next in line itself. But the principle of 
maintaining the boundaries drawn by the 1919 Peace Settlement counted little 
in the face of the aggrandizing nationalism of the Polish colonels, who 
subjected the conquered region to the same policies of Polonization and 


authoritarian rule that they had already applied at home.129 Along the 
southern frontier of Czechoslovakia, the authoritarian government of 
Hungary, under Admiral Horthy, also made its claim to a long strip of land in 
which the Magyar minority predominated. Its armed forces were poorly 
prepared for an invasion, however, and so the Hungarians had to resort to 
negotiation. The position was complicated by the fact that tensions between 
Czechs and Slovaks now came to the surface, reflecting long-standing 
economic, social, religious and cultural differences between the two main 
constituent groups of the Republic. On 7 October 1938, leaders of the Slovak 
political parties established an autonomous region with its own government, 
but nominally at least within the rump state left after the Munich Agreement. 
Competing claims by the Slovaks and Hungarians were eventually settled by 
the intervention of the Italians, who imposed a settlement (with German 
agreement) on 2 November 1938. It gave the Hungarians additional territory 
of 12,000 square kilometres of land with over a million inhabitants, including 
a sizeable minority of more than 200,000 Slovaks. This was less than they had 
originally demanded, but enough to satisfy them for the moment, and Hitler 
made it clear that he would not tolerate any military action on their part to 
secure further gains. The complete absence of Britain and France from the 
negotiations demonstrated with startling clarity the degree to which Axis 


powers now controlled affairs in this part of Europe.224 


In recognition of this brutal fact of life, the governments of the region now 
did their best to accommodate themselves to German wishes. In the new 
tripartite rump state governed from Prague, right-wing governments 
suppressed the Communists and cracked down on Social Democrats. The 
military government in the Czech area did its best not to offend the Germans 
who now surrounded much of its territory. The autonomous Slovak authorities 
in Bratislava created a one-party state and enforced its policies through a 
paramilitary force, the Hlinka Guard, which soon earned a justified reputation 
for brutality. In a third, newly created autonomous region in the east, known 
at the time as Carpatho-Ukraine, where the German consul exercised a 
dominant influence, national minorities were rigorously suppressed and 
Ukrainian was made the sole official language. On 7 December 1938 a treaty 
of economic cooperation was signed with Germany, giving the Third Reich 
control over the area’s mineral resources. The Hungarians joined the Anti- 


Comintern Pact and the Romanian government offered Germany _ its 
friendship; in both countries the governments moved sharply to the right, with 
King Carol of Romania carrying out a coup against his own cabinet. In 
Hungary, Poland and Romania, anti-Jewish measures were stepped up. All 
these measures testified to something of a panic amongst the smaller nations 
of East-Central Europe. For many years, France had been trying to cement 
them together as a bulwark against German expansion. The Munich 


Agreement put paid to all that 152 


Hitler had regarded Munich as no more than a temporary setback to his 
plans for invading and taking over the whole of Czechoslovakia, whatever the 
Western powers might think. Strategically, possession of the rest of the 
country would provide an additional jumping-off point for moving against 
Poland, whose military government steadfastly rejected Hitler’s overtures to 
come into the Anti-Comintern Pact. The Polish government also refused to 
make concessions to Germany over Danzig, a Free City under League of 
Nations suzerainty, and the Corridor that gave Poland access to the Baltic but 
cut off West and East Prussia from the rest of the Reich. The largely German 
population of Danzig had rallied to the Nazi cause, as had that of another city 
on the borders of East Prussia and Lithuania, Memel, which had been given to 
the Lithuanians at the end of the First World War: Hitler now wanted both 
towns to return to Germany, and after the final collapse of negotiations with 
the Polish government, he decided to start piling on the pressure. Occupying 
the rest of the rump Czecho-Slovak state would also bring major economic 
resources into the Reich, since the bulk of the Czech arms industry was 
located there, along with very significant mineral resources, engineering, iron 
and steel, textiles, glass and other industries and the skilled workers who 
manned them. As the economic situation of the Reich deteriorated in the 
winter of 1938-9, the acquisition of these resources became an ever more 
tempting prospect. The Czecho-Slovak army’s large stocks of advanced 
military equipment would help alleviate bottlenecks in German military 
supplies. Czech foreign currency reserves would be extremely useful too. 
Already on 21 October 1938 Hitler ordered the armed forces to prepare for 
the liquidation of the CzechoSlovak state and the occupation of Memel and its 
surrounding territory. In the first two months of 1939 he gave three speeches 
to different, large groups of army officers, meeting in closed session, 
reiterating his vision for a Germany that was the dominant power in Europe, 
his belief that the problem of living-space in Eastern Europe had to be solved 
and his conviction that military force had to be used to achieve these 


goals. 423 


The opportunity to make good the enforced compromises of the Munich 
Agreement was provided by the rapid deterioration of relations between 
Czechs and Slovaks in the rump Republic over the issue of financial 
resources. As the squabble grew into a crisis, the mistaken belief that the 
Slovaks were about to declare full independence prompted the Czech 
government to send in troops to occupy Bratislava on 10 March 1939. A 
flurry of negotiations led to the Slovak leaders being flown to Berlin, where 
they were given the stark choice of either declaring complete independence 
under German protection or being taken over by the Hungarians, who had 
already been made aware of the opportunity. They decided on the former 
course. On 14 March 1939 the Slovak parliament proclaimed the country’s 
independence, and the following day its leaders reluctantly asked the Third 
Reich for protection against the Czechs, after German gunboats on the 
Danube had targeted their guns on government buildings in Bratislava. 
Confronted with the imminent dissolution of his state, the President of 
Czecho-Slovakia, Emil Hacha, travelled with his Foreign Minister, Franzisek 
Chvalkovsky, to Berlin to meet Hitler. Just like Schuschnigg before him, 
Hacha was kept waiting far into the night (while Hitler watched a popular 
film), then was mercilessly bullied by the German Leader in the presence of 
senior civil servants, military officers and others, including Goring and 
Ribbentrop. German troops were already on the move, said Hitler. When 
Goring added that German bombers would be dropping their payloads on 
Prague within a few hours, the elderly, sick Czech President fainted. Revived 
by Hitler’s personal physician, Hacha phoned Prague, ordering his troops not 
to fire on the invading Germans, then signed a document agreeing to the 
establishment of a German protectorate over his country shortly before four in 
the morning on 15 March 1939. ‘I shall enter history as the greatest German 
of them all,’ Hitler told his secretaries ecstatically as he emerged from the 


negotiations. 424 


IV 


At six in the morning German troops crossed the Czech border. They reached 
Prague by nine. This time there were no crowds strewing flowers in their 
path, only groups of sullen and resentful Czechs who did nothing except raise 
their fists in the occasional gesture of defiance. That was only to be expected, 
Hitler later remarked; one could not expect them to be enthusiastic. During 
the afternoon, Hitler went by train to the border, then drove in an open-topped 
car through the snow, saluting the German troops as he passed them by. 


Prague was empty by the time he got there. The Czech troops were in their 
barracks, surrendering their arms and equipment to the invading Germans; 
civilians were staying at home. Hitler spent the night in the Hradschin Castle, 
the symbolic seat of Czech sovereignty, where he had a frugal meal - nothing 
had been prepared for his arrival - and worked out the terms of the decree 
establishing the German Protectorate, together with Interior Minister Frick 
and State Secretary Wilhelm Stuckart, who had already drafted the details of 


the post-annexation administration of Austria. 422 


Read out by Ribbentrop on Prague radio on the morning of 16 March 1939, 
the decree declared that the remaining Czech lands were henceforth to be 
known as the Reich Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, recalling their 
names under the old Habsburg monarchy. Democratic institutions, including 
the parliament, were abolished, but a nominal Czech administration remained 
in place, headed by Hacha as President, with a Prime Minister and an 
appointed, fifty-member Committee of National Solidarity under him. 
Altogether some 400,000 Czech state employees and civil servants remained 
in post, alongside, or subordinate to, a mere 2,000 administrators imported 
from Germany. Other Czech institutions, including the courts, were also 
preserved; but Czech law remained valid only where it dealt with matters not 
covered by the laws of the German Reich, which were now extended across 
the whole of the Protectorate and took precedence in every respect. Czechs 
and other nationalities were subject to all these laws, and to decrees issued by 
the Protectorate, but all Germans living in the Protectorate, including ethnic 
Germans already resident there, were German citizens and subject only to 
German law. Crucially, Czechs were not granted German citizenship. This 
introduced a difference in rights that was to become far more extensive, and 


touch far larger groups of people, later on. 126 
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Map 21. The Dismemberment of Czechoslovakia, 1938-9 

Real power lay in the hands of the Reich Protector. The man Hitler 
appointed to fill this post was Konstantin von Neurath, the former Foreign 
Minister, an old conservative to whom Hitler felt grateful for his role in 
resolving the Munich crisis the previous September. Neurath, together with 
German army officers such as the commanding general in Bohemia, Johannes 
Blaskowitz, attempted to steer a relatively moderate course, maintain 
discipline amongst the occupiers, and act with restraint towards the Czechs. 
Gradually, however, the mask of moderation began to slip. His resolve 
stiffened by Karl Hermann Frank, his deputy, who ran the SS and the police in 
the Protectorate, Neurath ordered the arrest of thousands of Communists, who 
were interrogated by the Gestapo and mostly released, and of the many 


German exiles, including Social Democrats, who had been caught by the 
German invasion in Prague. Most of these were sent to concentration camps 
in Germany. On 8 June 1939, the Gestapo arrested the entire town council of 
the mining community of Kladno after a German policeman was murdered; 
they were badly beaten, and some died. At the same time, six municipal 
councils elsewhere were dismissed, to be replaced by German administrators. 
More repressive laws followed, and steps were taken to identify the Jewish 
population of the Protectorate with a view to applying the Nuremberg Laws to 


them.222 


Meanwhile, special units had moved into the occupied area to seize huge 
quantities of military equipment, arms and ammunition, including over 1,000 
airplanes, 2,000 field artillery pieces, more than 800 tanks and much more 
besides. All of this, however, amounted to only a tiny fraction of Germany’s 
military requirements; some was sold abroad in any case to earn much-needed 
foreign currency. Jewish firms were immediately expropriated and their assets 
transferred to German firms. The gold reserves of the Czech state were seized 
(the Bank of England, somewhat to the irritation of the British government, 
allowed over 800,000 ounces of gold to be shipped from the Czech 
government’s London account to the new occupying authorities in Prague in 
June 1939). Nevertheless, representatives of the Four-Year Plan and the Reich 
Economics Ministry who arrived in Prague on 15 March were careful not to 
undermine the Czech economy or alienate non-Jewish Czech businessmen. 
Czech-owned international companies like the Bata shoe empire, for instance, 
brought in valuable profits, and were not seriously restricted by the German 
occupiers. The Skoda and other heavy industry and manufacturing enterprises 
continued to produce goods mainly for export to countries other than 
Germany. At the same time, however, the Germans rapidly introduced 
measures, already in place at home, for the conscription and direction of 
labour. Jobless Czech agricultural workers had already tried to escape 
unemployment at home by taking temporary jobs in the expanding German 
economy - over 105,000 in 1938 - and now German agents moved in to 
recruit still more. Thirty thousand new workers, most of them skilled 
industrial operatives, were persuaded to go to the Old Reich within the first 


month of the occupation.228 


Building on the experience of the annexation of Austria, and extending it 
for the first time to a country which the Nazis regarded as a conquered foreign 
land, the occupation of Czechoslovakia created a number of institutions that 
formed a model for other countries later on. Native industry was left to get on 
with things under German direction, and with expanded German involvement 


through takeovers by German firms, especially of expropriated Jewish 
businesses. A native bureaucracy and a nominal native government was left in 
place under the control of a German administrator, the Reich Commissioner. 
The economy was integrated into the larger German sphere of influence, 
involving a division of labour with Germany - in this case, Czech industry 
was encouraged to export to South-east Europe, Germany to the West. Assets 
of the state, and of the Jewish population, were ruthlessly plundered (the 
Czech crown jewels went to Germany, and much more was soon to 


follow).422 

Czech workers drafted into the Old Reich were given a special, inferior 
legal status. Previously, because of the need to maintain good relations with 
their states of origin, foreign labourers in Germany had been threatened 
mainly with deportation if they contravened the law. Now, however, such a 
threat was considered not only unnecessary but counterproductive. New 
regulations issued on 26 June and 4 July 1939 ordered protective custody in a 
concentration camp for Czech labourers in Germany who stole, looted, 
engaged in political activity, showed an attitude hostile to the National 
Socialist state, or refused to work. This placed them effectively outside the 
law. Despite this, 18,000 Czech workers migrated voluntarily to jobs in other 
parts of the Reich in March 1939, and over 16,000 in each of the following 
two months. Thereafter, numbers fell off rapidly. They were nowhere near 
enough to plug the gap in the Reich’s labour supply. Coercion seemed 
increasingly likely. On 23 June 1939, looking forward to the coming 
European conflict, Goring remarked: ‘During the war, hundreds of thousands 
will be deployed in Germany, in barracks and under supervision, from plants 
in the Protectorate not engaged in the war economy, and put to work 


especially in agriculture,’ £00 The way to the systematic deportation and 
exploitation of millions of Europeans for the purposes of the German war 
economy had been opened. 

This pattern was also foreshadowed in Slovakia, which was similarly 
incorporated into the German economic empire. Encouraged by Hitler, the 
Hungarians, who had ruled Slovakia for several centuries before the Treaty of 
Versailles had taken it away from them, had originally hoped to get the 
territory back. They were irritated by the decision of the Slovaks, backed by 
the German government, to declare independence under German protection. 
Hitler attempted to placate the Hungarian Regent Admiral Horthy by 
announcing on 12 March that he had a free hand to annex the Carpatho- 
Ukrainian region of Czecho-Slovakia, on which Hungary had long had a 
claim. Both governments justified this course of action by pointing out that on 


6 March 1939 the Czecho-Slovak government had effectively brought 
Carpatho-Ukrainian autonomy to an end, citing the widespread abuse of 
power by the authorities; occupation could now plausibly be presented as 
another case of Czech oppression requiring intervention from outside. Only 
just over 12 per cent of the region’s 552,000 inhabitants were Magyar, but the 
government in Budapest believed that the area belonged to Hungary by 
historic right. It sent in troops on 16 March 1939, also moving units across the 


Slovak border until the Germans ordered them to stop. 201 Finally, as a last 


act in this rapid series of events, Ribbentrop told the Lithuanian Foreign 
Minister, summoned to Berlin on 20 March, that German planes would bomb 
their capital city, Kovno (Kaunas), if his government did not agree to cede 
Memel to Germany, as demanded by the town’s Nazi-dominated German 
community. The fate of Czecho-Slovakia and Carpatho-Ukraine was enough 
to persuade the Lithuanians to agree, and the transfer document was signed on 
23 March 1938. German troops entered the Memelland the same day, and 
early in the afternoon Hitler himself arrived on a German warship to address 
the jubilant local German crowds; he departed for Berlin the same 


evening 162 


Once more, he had succeeded in annexing large amounts of territory 
without bloodshed. The crisis of March 1939 was a brief one, and it did not 
allow time for the build-up of the kind of ‘war psychosis’ that had dominated 
the summer months of the previous year. Approval of the incorporation of 
Memel into the Reich was almost universal, even amongst former Social 
Democrats. Nevertheless, Social Democratic agents reported widespread 
anxiety about the consequences of the invasion of Czecho-Slovakia, not least 
because it could not be justified as the rescue of a German minority from 
oppression despite the fact that Goebbels’s propaganda claimed that the 
Czechs had been abusing the German minority in their midst. ‘I think’, one 
worker was reported as saying, ‘they should have left the Czechs in peace 
amongst themselves, it won’t end well.’ It was not until the announcement 
that the occupation had taken place without loss of life that people began to 
applaud Hitler’s latest success. Many people were reported as being 
indifferent, their nationalist sensibilities dulled by previous successes in 
Austria and the Sudetenland. Amongst the middle classes, there was a 
widespread feeling that it did not really matter so long as war was avoided. 
But doubts on this score were reported as being more widespread than ever. It 
was Hitler’s least popular victory to date. ‘We were always winning once 
before,’ said one worker cynically, looking back to the propaganda claims of 


the First World War, ‘and it came to a bad end,’ 163 


MARCH INTO THE EAST 


I 


The anxiety that many ordinary Germans felt about war was, if anything, 
increased by the international reaction to the destruction of CzechoSlovakia. 
The British government, led by Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, had 
regarded the hard-fought Munich Agreement as sacrosanct, a great diplomatic 
achievement that settled all remaining problems in Central Europe. 
Chamberlain had believed Hitler’s assurances that he had no more territorial 
demands to make. Now the piece of paper that Chamberlain had waved at his 
ecstatic supporters as evidence that he had secured ‘peace for our time’ had 
been torn to shreds. British opinion, reflected on the back benches of the 
House of Commons, shifted dramatically against the Germans. Hesitantly, 
following the advice of the Foreign Office, Chamberlain gave public voice in 
a speech on 17 March to the suspicion that Hitler was seeking not to right the 
wrongs of the 1919 Peace Settlement but ‘to dominate the world by 


force’ 164 


The next day, the British cabinet agreed to open talks with the Polish 
government to see how best to stop the Germans threatening their country 
next. While Britain and France redoubled their efforts to rearm, and feverish 
negotiations continued with the Poles, news of the German threat to Poland 
was made public in reports from Berlin carried in the British press on 29 
March. Chamberlain immediately issued a public guarantee that if Poland’s 
independence were threatened, Britain would step in to defend it. The 
guarantee was intended to deter the Germans. However, it was hedged about 
with secret qualifications that left the door open for the policy of appeasement 
to continue. The British cabinet agreed that the guarantee would only come 
into effect if the Poles did not show ‘provocative or stupid obstinacy’ in the 
face of German demands for the return of Danzig and the Polish Corridor. 
Chamberlain, therefore, was still thinking of a negotiated settlement: one 
which would have left Poland as vulnerable as the Munich Agreement had 
left Czechoslovakia. Poland, after all, was a far-away country too. Moreover, 
the guarantee would be effective only if the Polish national forces were 
mobilized to resist a German invasion by force. The British coupled this 
condition with dire - and entirely justified - warnings to the Poles about the 
consequences to them should they actually do this. Chamberlain still 
continued to hope for peace, therefore, while shifting his ground from outright 


appeasement to a mixture of appeasement and containment. 62 

From the German point of view, Chamberlain’s guarantee lacked credibility 
on a number of grounds. How, to begin with, was Britain actually going to 
come to the aid of Poland if war really did break out? How could the 
geographical and logistical problems be overcome? The vagueness of the 
guarantee, and Chamberlain’s continued equivocations, only served to 
reinforce these questions. Above all, the experience of the previous years, 
from the Rhineland to Austria to the Munich Agreement, had implanted in 
Hitler’s mind the firm conviction that Britain and France would shy away 


from taking action. Their leaders were spineless nonentities, he thought 166 


Moreover, unlike the situation of the previous year, the German army and its 
leadership had no hesitation about taking on the Poles, who - in contrast to the 
modern and well-armed Czechs - they regarded as backward, poorly led and 
poorly equipped. Already at the end of March 1939, Brauchitsch, informed by 
Hitler that military action would be required against Poland if negotiations 
over Danzig and the Corridor failed, had drafted a plan of invasion, 
codenamed ‘Case White’. Hitler approved it, wrote the introduction, in which 
he declared that he would aim to localize the conflict, and ordered it to be 
ready for action by the beginning of September 1939. Just as in the previous 
year, a propaganda campaign now began in Berlin against the object of 
Germany’s hostile attentions. A five-hour military parade through the city on 
Hitler’s fiftieth birthday, on 20 April 1939, provided, as Goebbels wrote in his 
diary, ‘a brilliant representation of German power and strength. Our heaviest 
artillery’, he added, ‘is being displayed for the first time.’ Just over a week 
later, on 28 April 1939, Hitler formally announced to the Reichstag the 
abrogation of the Non-Aggression Pact with Poland signed in 1934 and the 
Naval Agreement with Britain signed the following year. Early in April 1939, 
Weizsdcker informed the Poles that the time for negotiation over Danzig and 


the Corridor was now at an end.18Z 

On 23 May 1939 Hitler told military leaders, including Goring, Halder and 
Raeder, that ‘further successes cannot be won without bloodshed’. ‘It is not 
Danzig that is at stake,’ he went on. ‘For us it is a matter of expanding our 
living-space in the East and making food supplies secure . . . If fate forces us 
into a showdown with the West it is a good idea to possess a largish area in 
the East.’ It was necessary therefore to attack Poland at the first suitable 
opportunity. Hitler conceded that Britain and France might come to Poland’s 
aid. ‘England is therefore our enemy and the showdown with England is a 
matter of life and death.’ If possible, Poland would perish alone and unaided. 
But in the longer run, war with England and France was inevitable. ‘England 


is the motive force driving against Germany.’ It was to be hoped that such a 
war would be short. But it was as well to prepare, he said, for a war lasting 
ten or fifteen years. “Time will decide against England.’ If Holland, Belgium 
and France were occupied, English cities bombed and overseas supplies cut 
off by a maritime and airborne blockade, England would bleed to death. 
However, Germany would probably not be ready for the conflict for another 
five years, he added. German policy in 1939 therefore had to isolate Poland as 
far as possible and to ensure that the coming military action did not lead 


immediately to a general European war.168 These rambling and in places 


even incoherent remarks betrayed Hitler’s uncertainty about the consequences 
of invading Poland. However, they were accompanied by a concerted 
diplomatic campaign to cut the Poles off from any possible support. On 22 
May the German alliance with Italy was upgraded to a ‘Pact of Steel’, while 
non-aggression agreements were concluded successfully with Latvia, Estonia 
and Denmark. A treaty signed in March 1939 gave Germany access to 
Romanian oil supplies in the event of a war, while similar, if less one-sided, 
trade links were also negotiated with Sweden and Norway, important sources 
of iron ore. However, negotiations with Turkey, Yugoslavia and Hungary 
proved less successful, leading to expressions of goodwill, especially on the 


economic front, but to few really concrete results.1©2 The most startling 


opening was made in the direction of Moscow. Already in May, Hitler was 
beginning to realize that securing the benevolent neutrality of the Soviet 
Union, whose long border with Poland was of central strategic importance, 
would be vital for the success of the invasion. There was a danger that Britain 
and France would secure Soviet backing for the attempt to contain German 
aggression. By 6 June 1939, Hitler was no longer including in his speeches 
his customary diatribes against the menace of world Bolshevism. Instead, he 


began directing his fire against the Western democracies.122 Behind the 
scenes, Ribbentrop began pushing for a formal pact with the Soviets. He was 
encouraged by a speech given by Stalin on 10 March 1939, in which he 
declared that he would not be willing to come to the rescue of the Western 
capitalist powers if they got into a conflict with Germany, since their policy of 
appeasing Hitler’s demands had obviously strengthened Hitler’s long-term 
aim of attacking the Soviet Union. On 3 May 1939, Stalin sent an 
unmistakable signal to Berlin by dismissing Maxim Litvinov, his long-term 
Foreign Minister and a proponent of collective security and civilized relations 
with the West. He replaced him with his hard-line henchman Vyacheslav 
Molotov. It escaped nobody’s attention that Litvinov was a Jew, and Molotov 


Wads not tZ1 


Stalin was in a difficult position in 1939. Over the previous few years he 
had carried out violent purges of his top generals, munitions factory managers 
and senior army officers. There were few left in the higher echelons of the 
regime with any direct experience of warfare. Competent technical experts 
had been arrested and killed in their thousands. Soviet military preparedness 


was lamentable.22Z2 Stalin was aware from June 1939 onwards of Hitler’s 


intention to invade Poland in late August or early September.+23 More than 
anything else, he needed to ensure that the invasion went no further. He 
needed time to regroup and rebuild the Red Army, refashion his arms and 
equipment production, and get ready for the assault he was sure would follow 
some time after the German conquest of Poland. To some extent, he left open 
the option of forging an alliance with the Western powers; but they were 
hesitant, regarding him as unreliable, and Ribbentrop and the German Foreign 
Office were eager, despite Hitler’s own personal reservations. As the hints 
from Moscow grew stronger, Ribbentrop saw an opportunity to shock the 
British, whom he still hated intensely after the humiliations of his time as 
ambassador in London, and deliver a coup that would win Hitler’s undying 
gratitude and approval. Negotiations on improving Soviet- German trade 
relations started, faltered, and started again. Molotov and Ribbentrop both 
indicated that an economic agreement should have a political dimension. This 
was not long in taking shape. By early August 1939, Ribbentrop and 
Weizsdacker, with Hitler’s approval, had drawn up plans for a joint partition of 
Poland with the Soviets. Still Stalin hesitated. Finally, however, on 21 August 
he agreed to Hitler’s increasingly urgent requests for a formal pact. Sidelining 
half-hearted British attempts to reach an agreement, the Soviet dictator invited 
Ribbentrop to Moscow. By 23 August, Ribbentrop had arrived. By the early 
hours of the following moming, the Non-Aggression Pact had been 


signed 14 

A formal alliance between two powers that had spent the previous six years 
mutually vilifying each other in public, and had been the major backers of the 
two opposing sides in the Spanish Civil War, was unexpected, to say the 


least.422 However, there were strong reasons for the agreement on both sides. 
From Hitler’s point of view, it was necessary to secure Soviet acquiescence in 
the German invasion of Poland, otherwise the nightmare scenario of the 
invasion broadening out into a European war on two fronts began to look a 
distinct possibility. From Stalin’s perspective, it provided a respite and opened 
up the enticing prospect of Europe’s capitalist powers, Germany, France and 
Britain, fighting a war of mutual destruction between themselves. Moreover, 
while the published version of the Pact committed both states not to make war 


on each other for ten years, to settle disputes by negotiation or third-party 
arbitration, and to increase their trade with one another, its secret clauses 
allocated spheres of influence in East-Central Europe to Germany and the 
Soviet Union, under which Stalin would take over the eastern part of Poland, 
together with Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia, and Hitler the western part. The 
significance of these clauses was enormous. Both Hitler and Stalin realized 
that the Pact was unlikely to last the stipulated ten years. Indeed, it did not 
even last two. But in the longer run, the boundary it drew in Poland between 
the German and Soviet spheres was to prove permanent, while the Soviet 
occupation of the Baltic states was to last until near the end of the twentieth 


century.228 


There were other consequences of the Pact too. During the detailed 
negotiations, the German side raised the question of German political 
refugees in the Soviet Union. Stalin had no interest in protecting them; indeed 
he was deeply suspicious of foreigners of any kind who had found a home in 
Russia, and of many of the Russians who came into contact with them. So he 
agreed to send them back to the Third Reich. Some 4,000 German citizens 
were duly rounded up and handed over to the Gestapo by the Soviet 
authorities after the Pact had been signed. Between 1,000 and 1,200 were 
German Communists. Some, like Margarete Buber-Neumann, had already 
been imprisoned by Stalin’s secret police before being sent to a German 
concentration camp; her husband, Heinz Neumann, had been purged from the 
German Party leadership in 1932 for urging a united front with the Social 
Democrats against the Nazi threat; sent first to Spain, then Moscow, he had 
been arrested in 1937 and executed. His widow was deported directly from a 
Soviet labour camp to Ravensbriick concentration camp in 1940. For those 
German Communist exiles who were Jewish, an even worse fate was in store. 
The conductor and composer Hans Walter David was one of their number. 
Born in 1893, he had fled to Paris in 1933 then Moscow in 1935. He fell 
victim to Stalin’s great purge in 1937, and was sentenced to a labour camp in 
1939 for allegedly spying for the Germans, an example of Stalin’s paranoid 
suspicion of foreigners in the Soviet Union. In April 1940, David was 
informed that his sentence had been commuted into one of deportation. He 
was handed over to the Germans on 2 May 1940, and murdered by the SS. In 
February 1940 a grateful German Embassy in Moscow thanked the Soviet 
authorities for their co-operation in locating and surrendering a large number 


of exiles like him~2Z 


Meanwhile, Communist parties all over Europe struggled to sell the Pact to 
their members, many of whom had joined in the first place because the party 


seemed to offer the best guarantee of carrying the fight against fascism to the 
enemy. Disorientation followed disbelief. Many felt betrayed. Yet before long, 
most Communists had come round to the idea that the Pact might not be such 
a bad thing after all. Years of schooling in party discipline, of supporting 
every twist and turn in party doctrine and policy, made it easy in the end to 
accept even this startling U-turn. Some thought it might even lead to the 
legalization of the Communist Party in Germany; many believed that a war 
between the capitalist powers was none of their business anyway; all revered 
Stalin as a great thinker and master of political tactics, a world genius who 


always knew best and whose decisions were always right 128 Some Nazis, 
too, were doubtful about the wisdom of the Pact. Anti-Communism was a 
central tenet of Nazi ideology, and now Hitler seemed to be betraying it. The 
morning after the Pact’s announcement, the front garden of the Brown House, 
the Nazi Party headquarters in Munich, was covered in Party badges thrown 
there in disgust by disgruntled Party members. Alfred Rosenberg, the arch- 
anti-Communist, blamed Ribbentrop’s ambition for the Pact. An alliance with 
Britain would have been preferable, he thought. Nevertheless, like most other 
Nazis, he was so inured to accepting Hitler’s every decision as above 
discussion that he acquiesced anyway. Many realized the rapprochement with 
the Soviet Union was purely tactical. “The Leader has made a brilliant move,’ 


wrote Goebbels admiringly in his diary.+22 


II 


Hitler’s growing sense of urgency in the last days and weeks before the 
signing of the Pact derived not least from the fact that the invasion of Poland 


had already been fixed for 26 August 1939.489 In the meantime, Hitler had 
taken steps to avoid a build-up of the kind of ‘war psychosis’ that had made 
the mass of ordinary Germans so uneasy during the Czechoslovak crisis the 
previous summer. He made a point of carrying on in public as if nothing out 
of the ordinary was going on, going on a tour of his childhood haunts in 
Austria, visiting the Bayreuth Festival, taking part in a massive street parade 
of German art and culture in Munich and whiling away several weeks at his 
mountain retreat on the Obersalzberg. He announced that the annual Party 
Rally in Nuremberg would be a ‘Rally of Peace’ and would begin early in 
September (by which time he in fact envisaged that German armies would be 
marching across Poland). And he made a point of focusing public references 
to Poland on the position of Danzig. In reality this was a side-issue, no more 
than a pretext, if that. But from May onwards, Goebbels’s daily press 


instructions unfolded a hate campaign against Poland that made it seem as if 
the ethnic German inhabitants of the country, and above all of Danzig, were in 
constant, mortal and growing danger from violence meted out to them by 
Poles. ‘Ethnic Germans flee from Polish terror’, screamed the headlines. 
‘German houses broken into with axes - Terrorized by Poles for weeks - 
Hundreds of refugees are arrested by the Poles’. Poles were allegedly 
murdering ethnic Germans, shooting at German passers-by in Danzig, and 
generally threatening to make their lives unbearable. Although the Polish 
government’s policy towards the ethnic German minority had been 
considerably less liberal and tolerant than that of its Czech counterpart, these 
stories were grotesque exaggerations if not pure invention. For their part, the 
Nazis who dominated the political scene in Danzig kept up the pressure by 
provoking the Poles and staging incidents for the German press to exploit, 
such as mounting violent attacks on Polish customs officers and spreading 


atrocity stories when the officers defended themselves.481 


But the barrage of propaganda let fly by Goebbels made it seem as if it was 
the Sudetenland all over again, and that the incorporation of Danzig into the 
Reich, coupled with some as yet undefined arrangement over the Polish 
Corridor, and perhaps brokered again by Britain and France, was what Hitler 
was after. Even the Social Democrats conceded that the Poles were despised 
and disliked by the vast majority of the German population, including 
workers, who saw them as dirty, backward, and cheap competition in the 
labour market. The clashes that had taken place in Silesia at the end of the 
First World War had lost none of their bitter resonances twenty years on. Yet 
the hope was general that the issue would be settled peacefully. ‘Danzig’, 
Social Democratic sympathizers were reported as thinking, ‘. . . is a purely 
German city after all. Who can have anything against Germany gathering it to 
itself again? The Danzig matter is basically much simpler than things were 


with Czechoslovakia.’ Surely England and France would understand that.182 


Such sentiments were common amongst supporters of the Nazis too. ‘None 
of us’, Melita Maschmann later recalled, ‘doubted that Hitler would avoid war 


if he could possibly contrive to do so.’183 He had, after all, done it so many 
times before. Hitler was a diplomatic genius, and they believed his assurances 


that he was a man of peace. +84 Reporting on the attitude towards the crisis 


shown by the rural population in the Bavarian district of Ebermannstadt, a 
local official concluded bluntly on 30 June 1939: ‘The desire for peace is 
stronger than the desire for war. Amongst the overwhelming majority of the 
population a solution to the Danzig question will therefore only find 
agreement if this happens in the same bloodless way as the previous 


annexations in the East have.’48°2 The idea that Hitler wanted a peaceful 


solution to the Danzig problem was not just intended to keep the anxieties of 
the domestic population at a minimum; on 11 August 1939 Hitler met the 
League of Nations High Commissioner in Danzig, the Swiss diplomat Carl 
Burckhardt, at the Obersalzberg, at his own request, to indicate his readiness 
to negotiate with the British. At the same time, he managed to spoil this 
calculated pose of reasonableness by shouting that he would destroy Poland 


completely if its government failed to comply with his demands.186 


None of Hitler’s diplomatic moves had much of an effect on the stance 
taken by the other international players in this deadly game, not even his 
announcement of the Nazi-Soviet Pact. The Polish government had always 
been suspicious and resentful of the Soviet Union, with which Poland had 
fought a bitter war in the early 1920s, so from this point of view the Pact 
made little difference. The events in Danzig and similar disturbances in 
Silesia only stiffened the Poles’ resolve to resist any kind of deal, given the 
fact that it would deliver them up to Germany just as the Munich Agreement 
had delivered up the Czechs. But in any case a deal seemed unlikely. Both the 
British and the French governments insisted that the Nazi-Soviet Pact could 
not alter their decision to stand by Poland, as Chamberlain told Hitler in a 
letter couriered to him at the Obersalzberg by the generally pro-German 
British Ambassador Sir Nevile Henderson on 23 August 1939. Receiving the 
letter, Hitler subjected Henderson to a wild tirade against the British, who 
were, he shouted accusingly, determined to exterminate Germany altogether 
in the interests of inferior races. On 25 August 1939, however, back in Berlin, 
Hitler took a different tack, offering Henderson in sweeping if rather vague 
terms a general settlement with Britain once the Polish question was solved. 
While Henderson flew back to London for consultations, Hitler learned that 
the British had just signed a military alliance with Poland. Ribbentrop’s poor 
reputation in Britain was clearly frustrating his attempt to win Chamberlain 
round. Sidelining his Foreign Minister for the moment, Hitler turned to 
Goring, who had always enjoyed a better reputation in London. Goring’s 
Swedish friend Birger Dahlerus was sent to take further soundings in the 
British capital. They elicited the response, delivered by Henderson on 28 
August 1939, that the British government was willing to guarantee peacefully 
negotiated German-Polish boundaries and to support the return of the German 
overseas colonies mandated to the League of Nations in the 1919 Peace 
Settlement, but that the British were still committed to back Poland by force 


of arms should the Germans invade.182 


On 22 August 1939, Hitler summoned top commanders of the armed forces 


to the Obersalzberg to tell them the invasion was going ahead. They arrived in 
civilian clothing so as to avoid suspicion. The Pact with Stalin was about to 
be signed, and he was in a confident mood. He had already decided in the 
spring that he was going to invade Poland, he said. ‘I first thought I would 
turn against the West in a few years, and only after that against the East. But 
the sequence of these things cannot be fixed.’ The Polish situation had 
become intolerable. The moment to strike had come. ‘England and France 
have undertaken obligations which neither is in a position to fulfil. There is 
no real rearmament in England, but only propaganda.’ Thus there would be no 
general war if he invaded Poland. The risks for the Western democracies were 
too great. At the same time, the conquest of the East would open up supplies 
of grain and raw materials which would frustrate any future attempt at a 
blockade. ‘A start has been made on the destruction of England’s hegemony.’ 
‘Our enemies’, he added, ‘are tiny littlke worms. I came to know them in 


Munich.’188 Over lunch, a number of the officers present had let their 
disquiet at these sentiments become apparent. Many of them felt that Hitler 
was deceiving himself when he claimed that Britain and France would not 
intervene. To stiffen their resolve, Hitler addressed them again in the 
afternoon. ‘Everyone’, he told them, ‘must hold the view that we have been 
determined to fight the western Powers from the start. A life and death 
struggle.’ The Western leaders were ‘weaker men’. Even if they declared war, 
there was little they could do in the short run. ‘The destruction of Poland 


remains the priority,’ he concluded,482 
Hitler in fact continued to believe that the British would not intervene; the 
long-term threat of American power, he thought, would drive them towards 


an alliance with Germany.120 But the intention, which he made clear to the 


generals at this time, of launching the invasion on 26 August was 
unexpectedly frustrated by Mussolini, who felt affronted that despite all the 
assurances contained in the Pact of Steel, Hitler had chosen not to take him 
fully into his confidence over Poland. The news of the planned invasion, 
communicated to Ciano by Ribbentrop earlier in the month, had come as a 
complete surprise to the Italians. On 24 August 1939 Hitler had written to 
Mussolini personally asking for Italian backing. The troops had already been 
given their marching orders on 25 August 1939, when Mussolini’s reply 
arrived at the Reich Chancellery: German airports had already been closed, 
the annual Nuremberg Rally cancelled, and food rationing introduced with 
effect from 27 August 1939. Mussolini told Hitler that Italy was not in a 
position to offer any military assistance in the event of a war. “The Italians are 
behaving just like they did in 1914,’ fumed Hitler. He cancelled the marching 


orders, and the invasion ground to a halt just before it reached the Polish 


border221 


The endgame was now under way. Overcoming his fury at the Italians, who 
compounded their offence by offering to call a conference with the British 
and the French to impose a settlement on the lines of the Munich Agreement, 
Hitler made a last effort to secure Anglo-French neutrality. Further meetings 
with Henderson failed to budge the British on the crucial issue of their 
guarantee to Poland in the event of armed conflict. Much of what Hitler had 
to say, including the offer of a plebiscite in the Corridor coupled with the 
return of Danzig to Germany, was no more than window-dressing designed to 
assure the German public that he had made every effort to maintain peace. 
When Ribbentrop communicated the offer to Henderson in the Reich 
Chancellery at midnight on 29 August 1939, he read it out at a speed too great 
for the ambassador to make proper notes, then flung it on the table saying it 
was out of date anyway. The interpreter at the meeting later reported that the 
atmosphere had been so bad he thought the two men would come to blows. 
Hitler had his offer broadcast on German radio on the evening of 30 August 
1939, blaming the British and the Poles, who had been asked at the last 
minute to send an emissary to Berlin, for its failure. By this time, the army 
had been given a fresh set of orders to march into Poland in the early hours of 


1 September 1939192 

Acting according to plans arranged some time before by Heydrich, SS men 
in civilian clothing staged a mock assault on the German radio station at 
Gleiwitz, in Upper Silesia. Its staff were replaced by another detachment from 
the SS. Evidence of the Poles’ supposedly murderous assault was provided by 
two concentration camp inmates from Sachsenhausen, killed by lethal 
injections and dumped at the radio station to be photographed by the German 
media. The orders, approved by Hitler personally, referred to the bodies as 
‘canned goods’. A third man, Franz Honiok, a pro-Polish German citizen, was 
arrested on 30 August 1939 as someone who could be plausibly identified as a 
Polish irregular, and taken out of the police gaol by the SS at Gleiwitz the 
next day. He was put to sleep with an injection, placed inside the radio station, 
and, still unconscious, shot dead. To lend further authenticity to the action, the 
Polish-speaking SS men shouted anti-German slogans into the microphone 
before leaving. Normally the radio station was only used for emergency 
weather forecasts, so hardly anybody was listening. Elsewhere, two other 
border incidents were staged by SS men dressed in Polish army uniforms. As 
one SS man came out of a German customs house that he had just helped 
smash to pieces, he stumbled over several dead bodies wearing Polish 


uniforms. Their heads, he reported later, were shaven, their faces had been 
beaten to make them unrecognizable, and their bodies were completely 
rigid. 193 

At a quarter to five on the morning of 1 September 1939 the German 
battleship Schleswig-Holstein opened fire on the Polish garrison and 
ammunition depot at the Westerplatte, a peninsula off the Vistula estuary 
which commanded the entrance to Danzig’s harbour, and Stuka dive-bombers 
passed low over the city. Polish railway and postal officials were attacked by 
local German police units and shooting broke out in a number of places. 
Albert Forster, the Nazi Party Regional Leader in Danzig, put the League of 
Nations commissioner Burckhardt under house arrest and then gave him two 
hours to leave. Burckhardt packed his bags and drove off to Lithuania. All 
along the border between Poland and Germany, units of the German armed 
forces raised the customs barriers and drove through into Polish territory, 
while planes of the German air force flew into Polish airspace laden with 
bombs to drop on Poland’s railways, roads and bridges, army bases, towns 
and cities. At ten in the morning, Hitler addressed a hastily summoned 
Reichstag. Exhausted and overwrought by the frantic negotiations of the 
previous days, Hitler was nervous and confused, stumbling over his words 
several times and making an unusually hesitant impression. The Poles had 
committed no fewer than fourteen serious violations of the border the 
previous night, he said (alluding to the incidents staged by Heydrich’s men). 
Retaliation was necessary for these and other outrages. ‘Henceforth, bomb 
will be avenged with bomb. He who fights with poison shall be fought with 
poison gas. He who distances himself from the rules of a humane conduct of 
warfare can only expect us to take the same step.’ After the speech was over, 
the deputies solemnly voted to incorporate Danzig into the Reich. But not 
before Hitler had sounded a note that was not only full of foreboding but also 
replete with prophecy. He was ready to make any sacrifice, he said. ‘I now 
wish to be nothing other than the first soldier of the German Reich. Therefore 
I have put on that tunic which has always been the most holy and dear to me. 
I shall not take it off again until after victory is ours, or - I shall not live to see 
the day!’ Suicide in the event of defeat was already at the back of his 


mind.194 


Ill 


In Britain and France, as in Poland, the armed forces had been preparing for 
war since the beginning of the crisis. The British government ordered full 


mobilization on 31 August and, fearing air attacks, began to evacuate women 
and children from the cities. Sandbags were piled up outside government 
buildings, orders were given for nightly blackouts, and Chamberlain began 
discussing the formation of a war cabinet including such opponents of 
appeasement as Winston Churchill. But the feverish comings and goings of 
late August had begun to convince Chamberlain that a peaceful solution 
might be possible. Furious arguments broke out within the British cabinet. 
While Chamberlain dithered, his Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax continued to 
negotiate with the French, the Italians and the Germans. The negotiations got 
nowhere. A majority of the cabinet, brushing aside arguments for a delay, 
backed the issuing of a ‘final warning’ to Hitler. On the evening of 1 
September 1939, Henderson told the German government that the conference 
proposed by the Italians on the Polish situation, based on Hitler’s offer of 29 


August, could only take place if German forces ceased fire and withdrew.122 


On 2 September 1939, after more hours of telephone conversations between 
the British Foreign Office, the French and the Italians, Chamberlain faced a 
packed House of Commons shortly before eight o’clock in the evening. He 
began by telling members that he had received no reply from Hitler to the 
final warning delivered the previous day. ‘It may be’, he went on, ‘that the 
delay is caused by consideration of a proposal which, meanwhile, had been 
put forward by the Italian Government, that hostilities should cease and that 
there should then immediately be a conference between the Five Powers, 
Great Britain, France, Poland, Germany and Italy.’ He made no mention of a 
time-limit for a response, no reference to the carnage and devastation now in 
progress as Polish troops and civilians were being slaughtered by German 
ground and air attacks. His equivocal words made it look like Munich all over 
again. But the mood in the political elite, as in the country, had changed since 
March 1939. The great majority were now convinced that the Third Reich 
was aiming at European if not world domination, and that the time had come 
to stop it. A wave of fury swept across the House. As Arthur Greenwood 
stood up to deliver the opposition’s reply, he was rudely interrupted. 
‘Speaking for the Labour Party,’ Greenwood began. ‘Speak for England!’ 
shouted a Tory backbencher, Leo Amery. It was a sentiment widely felt across 


the House.12 


Greenwood rose to the occasion. ‘I am greatly disturbed’, he said. ‘An act 
of aggression took place thirty-eight hours ago . . . 1 wonder how long we are 
prepared to vacillate at a time when Britain, and all that Britain stands for, and 
human civilization are in peril.’ Chamberlain was shattered by the hostility his 
words had aroused. A visitor in the public gallery later described him as ‘a 


dithering old dodderer with shaking voice and hands’. A majority of the 
cabinet met informally immediately afterwards without him, appalled at his 
backsliding. He would have to issue an ultimatum to the Germans, they 
decided. Halifax and Chamberlain feared that if they did not issue it, the 
government would fall. Public opinion in Britain was behind firm action. As a 
huge thunderstorm broke over London, the cabinet met at 11.20 in the 
evening and took its decision. The next morning, at nine o’clock on 3 
September 1939, Henderson handed a formal ultimatum to the German 
Foreign Ministry. Unless the Germans agreed to a ceasefire and withdrawal 


within two hours, Britain and Germany would be at wart2Z 


The Germans replied in a lengthy, pre-prepared document handed over to 
Henderson shortly after the ultimatum expired at 11 a.m. It asserted that all 
Germany wanted to do was to correct the injustices of the Treaty of Versailles 
and blamed Britain for encouraging Polish aggression. At noon the French 
presented a similar, if somewhat lengthier ultimatum. It too was rejected, 
amidst assurances that Germany had no intention of invading France. By this 
time, Chamberlain had already broadcast to the British people that in the 
absence of a satisfactory reply to the ultimatum, ‘this country is now at war 
with Germany’. ‘Everything that I have worked for,’ he told the House of 
Commons shortly afterwards, ‘everything that I have hoped for, everything 
that I have believed in in my public life has crashed into ruins.’ In the early 
afternoon, the news was broadcast to the German nation in a series of 
proclamations issued by Hitler. He had done everything he could to preserve 
peace, he told them, but British warmongering had made it impossible. The 
British people were not to blame, only their Jewish-plutocratic leaders. To the 
Nazi Party and its members he was more forthright. ‘Our Jewish democratic 
global enemy has succeeded in placing the English people in a state of war 
with Germany,’ he told them, and added: ‘The year 1918 will not repeat 


itself,’198 

Others were not so sure. The conservatives who had come together during 
the Munich crisis of the previous year to oppose Hitler’s drive towards war 
were even more appalled as he turned his attention to Poland. In various ways 
they tried to make contact with the British and French governments, but their 
messages were mixed - some urged greater firmness, others a general 


European settlement - and they were not taken very seriously.+22 When 
Hitler rescinded his initial orders for the invasion of Poland, a few, including 
Schacht, Oster and Canaris, thought briefly that the blow to his prestige 
would bring him down. But they had no backing from the generals this time. 
The senior officers’ greater, and wholly justified, military confidence in the 


face of Polish opposition, their long-nurtured ambitions to deal a blow to the 
Poles, their further months of being browbeaten and intimidated by the Nazi 
Leader, and their surprise and relief at the successful dismemberment of 
Czechoslovakia had overcome any reservations they still had about the 
overall thrust of Hitler’s policy. A year on from the Munich crisis, the armed 
forces were in a far greater state of readiness; the Soviet Union had been 
neutralized; and there was in reality nothing the British or the French could do 
to rescue Poland from oblivion. Hitler had wanted to go to war in September 
1938 and been frustrated at the last minute by Anglo-French intervention. 
This time, his resolve was far greater. For all the tergiversations of the last 
days of August 1939, his determination to invade Poland, even at the risk of a 
general European war, could not be shaken. When Goring, still trying to avoid 
a conflict with the British, suggested to him on 29 August 1939 that it was not 
necessary to ‘gamble everything’, Hitler replied: ‘In my life, I’ve always put 


my whole stake on the table,’200 

Going for broke was not something that appealed immediately to the mass 
of the German people. By 29 August 1939 they were becoming seriously 
alarmed. The mood in the rural Bavarian district of Ebermannstadt, reported 
an official, was ‘considerably depressed . . . Although signs of a fear of war 
are nowhere to be found. . . there can be no question of enthusiasm for war 
either. The memory of the world war and its consequences is still much too 
fresh to allow space for a jingoistic mood.’ The outbreak of war, added 
another report filed a few weeks later, caused a general ‘despondency’ 


amongst the population.221 Social Democratic observers concurred: there 


was ‘no enthusiasm for war’.292 Standing on the Wilhelmplatz around noon 
on 3 September, William L. Shirer joined a crowd of about 250 people who 
heard the loudspeakers announce the British declaration of war. ‘When it was 
finished,’ he reported, ‘there was not a murmur.’ He decided to sample the 
mood a little further: ‘I walked in the streets,’ he went on. ‘On the faces of the 
people astonishment, depression . . . In 1914, I believe, the excitement in 
Berlin on the first day of the World War was tremendous. To-day, no 
excitement, no hurrahs, no cheering, no throwing of flowers, no war fever, no 
war hysteria.” There was no rebirth of the legendary spirit of 1914 in 
September 1939. The propaganda war to fill Germans with hate for their new 


enemies had failed.222 

Apprehension and anxiety were the commonest emotions as Germany 
entered a state of war. In Hamburg, Luise Solmitz was in despair. ‘Who is 
going to carry off the miracle?’ she asked on 29 August 1939. ‘Who is going 
to help tortured humanity away from war to peace? Easy to answer: nothing 


and no one . . . A butchery is beginning such as the world has not yet 


experienced,’294 It was, above all, fear of bombing raids on German cities 
that spread despondency. If anything, it was made worse by the elaborate air- 
raid precautions people were now enjoined by their Block Wardens to 
undertake. ‘ “Air-raids,” ’ said an acquaintance to Luise Solmitz’s husband on 
31 August 1939, ‘ “well, it’s not so terrible if we really do cop it a bit. It will 
take the pressure off the front.” Is the front relieved, said Fr[iedrich], if the 


soldiers’ parents, wives, children and homes are annihilated?’22° Without 
expecting much protection from them, Luise Solmitz sewed sandbags to put 
in front of her windows. ‘A world full of blood and atrocity,’ she noted as the 
war broke out. ‘And so we enter a time that has been so dreaded and feared, a 
time in comparison to which the 30 Years’ War was a Sunday School outing . 
. . Now that Europe’s wounds have been healed after 21 years, the West will 


be annihilated.’296 


IV 


War had been the objective of the Third Reich and its leaders from the 
moment they came to power in 1933. From that point up to the actual 
outbreak of hostilities in September 1939, they had focused relentlessly on 
preparing the nation for a conflict that would bring European, and eventually 
world, domination for Germany. The megalomania of these ambitions had 
been apparent in the gigantism of the plans developed by Hitler and Speer for 
Berlin, which was to become Germania, the new world capital. And the 
limitless scale of the Nazi drive for conquest and dominion over the rest of 
the world entailed a correspondingly thoroughgoing attempt to remould the 
minds, spirits and bodies of the German people to make them capable and 
worthy of the role of the new master-race that awaited them. The ruthlessly 
thorough co-ordination of German social institutions that gave the Nazi Party 
a near-monopoly over the organization of daily life from 1933 onwards was 
only a beginning. To be sure, Hitler and the leading Nazis had proclaimed in 
1933-4 that they wanted to combine the best of the old and the new Germany 
in the creation of the Third Reich, to synthesize tradition and revolution and 
to reassure conservative elites as much as they channelled the élan of their 
own movement into the building of a new Germany. At the end of June 1934, 
indeed, the demands of the more radical Nazis for permanent revolution were 
ruthlessly quashed in the ‘Night of the Long Knives’ at the same time as 
conservatives were given a bloody reminder that the Third Reich was not 
going to go back to anything like the old order of the Kaiser’s day. 


Yet the synthesis of the old and the new that the bloodshed of 30 June 1934 

seemed to restore was in reality already being undermined. 
Unevenly, but unmistakeably, the balance was shifting in favour of the new. 
Unlike other regimes founded on the defeat of a Marxist revolution, such as 
Hungary, the Third Reich brought with it far more than a mere counter- 
revolution. Its ambitions extended far beyond the restoration of any real, 
imagined, sanitized or improved status quo. Almost immediately, the Nazi 
regime began attempting to co-ordinate all the major institutions that, for 
tactical reasons, it had not tried to bring under its aegis at the beginning of the 
Third Reich: the army, the Churches and business. This proved a difficult 
task, since the priorities of rearmament required circumspection where 
business and the military were concerned, while the assault on people’s most 
deeply held religious beliefs aroused perhaps the most open and outspoken 
opposition that the Nazis encountered following the suppression of the labour 
movement. Yet by 1939 a good deal of headway had been made. Business, 
initially enthusiastic about the profits to be made from recovery and 
rearmament, had proved insufficiently patriotic from the Nazi point of view, 
and from 1936 onwards it was increasingly dragooned, regimented and 
outflanked in a state-led drive for military preparedness that relegated the 
profit motive to an issue of secondary importance. Schacht’s bold, 
imaginative but ultimately conventional economic management was thrown 
overboard in 1937-8 when it began to impose limits on the drive to all-out 
war. The armed forces had been brought willingly under Hitler’s control from 
1934, and happily co-operated with rearmament for the next three years. But 
as senior officers like Beck, Blomberg and Fritsch began to drag their feet as 
the pace of events quickened early in 1938, they were replaced, along with 
Foreign Minister Neurath; the remaining doubters were silenced for the 
moment by Hitler’s successful annexation of the Sudetenland in September 
1938. 

By this time, too, the regime had imposed itself unambiguously in the 
sphere of cultural policy, making its views on modernist art patently clear in 
the Degenerate Art exhibition staged in Munich in July 1937. And it had 
begun to impose a ruthlessly eugenic social policy that swept traditional 
Christian morality aside in the search to produce a physically and spiritually 
perfect Aryan race. Here, radical policies were introduced from the very 
beginning, with the forcible sterilization of the allegedly degenerate and the 
beginnings of the removal of Jews from the civil service, the professions, 
economic life, and, with the promulgation of the Nuremberg Laws of 1935, 
the sexual life of the Germans as well. Here too, however, the pace quickened 
noticeably in 1938, with new laws on marriage and divorce designed to 


ensure that only hereditarily fit Germans were allowed to procreate, and 
childless couples were encouraged to split up in the interests of the race. The 
antisemitic violence of the pogrom of 9-10 November 1938, the subsequent 
final expropriation of Germany’s Jewish community, and their removal from 
the remaining areas of social and cultural life shared with the rest of the 
population, were only the most dramatic expressions of this quickening of 
pace. Less widely noticed, but for those it affected no less serious in its 
consequences, was the transformation of the concentration camps in 1937-8 
from places of confinement and coercion for the remnants of the Social 
Democratic and Communist political opposition, now thoroughly defeated, to 
dumping-grounds for the eugenically undesirable, who were increasingly 
employed as slave labourers in heavy quarrying and other jobs designed, 
ultimately, to kill them. 

In none of this were the Nazis attempting to turn the clock back. On the 
contrary, in every sphere, their infatuation with modernity quickly became 
apparent. It was present not just in the design rooms of arms factories, 
shipyards, aircraft construction companies, munitions production lines, 
medical research laboratories and chemical companies. Eugenics, including 
forced sterilization, was itself commonly accepted by scientists and 
commentators across the world as the modern face of social policy. For those 
who espoused it, belief in the centrality of race in human affairs also derived 
its legitimacy from what they regarded as the latest discoveries of modern 
science. Modernity also took on a concrete, physical form in the Third Reich. 
New drugs, synthetic substitutes for petrol, rubber and natural fibres, new 
means of communication such as television, new kinds of metal alloy, rockets 
that could be fired into space - all of these and much more were 
enthusiastically backed by the state, through government-financed research 
institutes and subsidies to big companies for research and development. The 
public face of Nazi modernism was evident in the motorways, carving 
imperiously through hills and spanning deep valleys in gleaming-white, clean 
and modern constructions; in Nazi buildings like the Order Castles or the site 
of the Nuremberg Party Rally or the new Reich Chancellery in Berlin, where 
the latest techniques were clothed in a neo-Classical garb that was the latest 
fashion in public architecture across the globe. Even in art, where Hitler 
ensured that every product of the leading modernist movements of the day 
was swept off the walls of German galleries and museums, the massive, 
muscular figures sculpted by Arno Breker and his imitators spoke not of 
traditional human forms but of a new type of man, physically perfect and 
ready for violent action. Even the idyllic country scenes painted by the 
‘blood-and-soil’ school of German artists spoke not of a return to a rural 


world mired in the hierarchical and hidebound past, but rather of a new order 
where the peasant would be independent, prosperous and proud, delivering 
the food that would sustain Germany in the conflicts to come. For millions of 
Germans, the Third Reich, with its real or planned mass distribution of 
technological wonders such as the People’s Receiver or the People’s Car, 


meant modernity and progress available to al] 202 

Modernity was linked in the minds of the leading Nazis to conflict and war. 
Social Darwinism, the scientifically sanctioned principle that underlay so 
much Nazi thinking, postulated a world in which nations and races were 
engaged in a perpetual struggle for survival. Thus there was a paramount 
need, as Hitler and the leading Nazis saw it, to make Germany and the 
Germans fit for combat. As the urgency of this need grew rapidly, above all 
from late 1937 onwards, so the radicalism and the ruthlessness of the regime 


grew with it.298 Tyaditional restraints were cast aside. The thoroughness and 
ruthlessness of the Nazi attempt to remould Germany and the Germans were 
virtually unparalleled elsewhere. Every part of intellectual and cultural life 
was bent to serve the purposes of preparing the people’s minds for war. 
Schools and universities were increasingly turned into training-camps, to the 
detriment of scholarship and learning. Training camps, indeed, sprang up 
everywhere and affected almost every area of life, and not just for the young. 
The Third Reich was engaged in a vast experiment in human engineering, 
both physical and spiritual, that recognized no limits in its penetration of the 
individual’s body and soul, as it tried to reconfigure them into a co-ordinated 
mass, moving and feeling as one. From the outset, coercion and fear were as 
much a part of this process as propaganda and persuasion. If ever a state 
merited being called totalitarian, then it was the Third Reich. 

In all these spheres, the Third Reich moved appreciably closer to its goals in 
the six and a half years that elapsed between its beginnings in the spring of 
1933 and the outbreak of war in the autumn of 1939. And yet, six and a half 
years is not a long time; scarcely long enough to achieve the scale and depth 
of the transformations the Nazis sought. In one area after another, the 
totalitarian impulse was forced to compromise with the intractability of 
human nature. The scale and severity of repression drove people into the 
private sphere, where they felt relatively safe in talking freely about politics; 
in public they paid the regime its necessary dues, but for most of them, that 
was all. The regime’s most popular domestic policies and institutions were 
those that catered for people’s private aspirations and desires: Strength 
Through Joy, National Socialist Welfare, job creation, the reduction of 
unemployment, a general feeling of stability and order after the alarms and 


excursions of the Weimar years. The overwhelming majority of adults, whose 
minds and beliefs had been formed before the onset of the Third Reich, kept 
their own values more or less intact; sometimes they overlapped strongly with 
those of the Nazis, sometimes they did not. It was above all the younger 
generation whom the Nazis targeted. In the long term, as the Third Reich 
moved steadily through its projected thousand years, the reservations of the 
older generations would not matter. The future lay with the young, and the 
future would be Nazi. 

The young too, of course, like their elders, wanted their private pleasures, 
and the more they felt cheated of them by their perpetual mobilization in the 
Hitler Youth, the schools and the universities, the more they grumbled about 
life under the Third Reich. Some teachers and university professors managed 
to distance themselves from Nazi ideology, though the alternatives they had to 
offer were seldom dramatically different from the ideas the Nazis purveyed. 
The entertainment content of the media, film, radio, magazines, theatre and 
the rest, grew over time as boredom with outright propaganda amongst young 
and old became apparent. Education and culture did manage to survive, 
though only in a compromised form. Yet despite all this, six and a half years 
of incessant, unremitting propaganda had their effect. All commentators, 
whatever their point of view, were united in their belief that the younger 
generations, those born from the mid-1920s onwards, were on the whole more 
thoroughly imbued with the ideas and beliefs of National Socialism than their 
elders were. It was for example above all young people, even children, who 
took part in the pogrom of November 1938 in the wake of the stormtroopers 
and SS who began the violence, while their elders in many places stood aside, 
aghast at the mayhem on the streets. But even the older generations were far 
from completely immune: antisemitism in particular was so insistently 
propagated that people began to use its language almost without thinking, and 
to think of the Jews as a race apart, however much they might have deplored 
the open violence of the November pogrom in 1938 or sympathized with 
individual Jews with whom they were personally acquainted. 
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Map 22. Prewar German Annexations 

Above all, however, it was the Nazis’ nationalism that won people’s 
support. However concerned they were at the threat of a general war, there 
was no mistaking the pride and satisfaction of the great majority of Germans, 
including many former Social Democrats and in all likelihood not a few ex- 
Communists as well, at Hitler’s achievement in throwing off the universally 
hated yoke of Versailles. Resignation from the League of Nations, the 
plebiscite in the Saar, the remilitarization of the Rhineland, the annexation of 
Austria, the incorporation of the Sudetenland, the regaining of Memel, the 
takeover of Danzig - all of this seemed to Germans to be wiping out the 
shame of the 1919 Peace Settlement, restoring Germany to its rightful place in 


the world, claiming for Germans the right to self-determination granted to so 
many other nations at the end of the First World War. 


All of this also appeared to Germans as the work above all of one man, 
Adolf Hitler, Leader of the Third Reich. The propaganda image of Hitler as 
the world statesman who had given back Germans pride in their country 
almost single-handedly did not, of course, entirely correspond to reality. Even 
in the area of foreign policy there were occasions, notably the annexation of 
Austria, where he had followed the lead of others (in this case Goring), or, as 
in the Munich crisis, been forced against his inclination to yield to 
international pressure. Others, notably Ribbentrop, had also wielded 
considerable influence on the decision-making process at key moments. 
Nevertheless, it had indeed been Hitler above all others who, sometimes 
encouraged by his immediate entourage, sometimes not, drove Germany 
down the road to war between 1933 and 1939. He laid down the broad 
parameters of policy and ideology for others to apply in detail. At crucial 
junctures he took personal command, often uncertainly and hesitantly at 
particular moments of crisis, but always pushing on towards his ultimate goal: 
war. The story of the Third Reich from 1933 to 1939 was not a story of 
ceaseless radicalization driven on by inherent instabilities in its system of 
rule, or by a constant competition for power between its satraps and minions, 
in which the most radical policy was always the most likely to be 
implemented. Irrational and unstable though it was, the Third Reich was 
driven in the first place from above, by Hitler and his key henchmen, above 
all Goring and Goebbels, later on joined by Ribbentrop. When Hitler was 
determined to slow down the implementation of a particular policy, for 
example in the case of antisemitism in the run-up to the 1936 Olympic 
Games, he had little difficulty in doing so. This does not mean that everything 
that happened in the Third Reich was ordained by Hitler; but it does mean 
that he was in the driving-seat, determining the general direction in which 
things moved. 

Hitler himself of course had no doubts of his central importance to 
everything that happened in Nazi Germany. As time went on, his foreign 
policy successes began to convince him that he was indeed, as he said on 
more than one occasion towards the end of the 1930s, the greatest German 
who had ever lived: a man ordained by destiny, a gambler who won every 
throw, a sleepwalker guided by Providence. Well before 1939 he had come to 
believe in his own myth. Anyone who tried to restrain him was pushed aside. 
So far, his increasingly unshakeable faith in himself had proved more than 
justified. In September 1939, however, he made his first serious 
miscalculation. Despite all his efforts, despite Ribbentrop’s assurances, 
despite Go6ring’s intervention, despite Chamberlain’s last-minute 
equivocations, the British had declared war. For the moment, however, Hitler 


was not concerned with them. In the West, the first few months of the conflict 
saw SO little action that they quickly came to be known as the ‘twilight war’ 
or the ‘dréle de guerre’. It was in the East that the real war was taking place. 
The war launched against Poland on 1 September 1939 was from the outset a 
war of racial conquest, subjugation and extermination. ‘Close your hearts to 
pity,’ Hitler told his generals on 22 August 1939. ‘Act brutally! The stronger 
man is right! Eighty million people must obtain what is their right. Their 


existence must be made secure. The greatest harshness! ?299 Brutality and 
harshness, death and destruction were what the war would mean for millions 
of people in the conflict that had now begun. 
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Darmstadt 
Darré, Richard Walther5 
replaces Hugenberg as Agriculture Minister 
‘blood and soil’ ideology 
view of Christianity 
Reich Farmers’ Leader 
yields to the demands of autarky 
Reich Entailed Farms 
Reich Food Estate 
Director of Himmler’s Head Office for Race and Settlement 
David, Hans Walter 
Day of National Labour 
Day of National Solidarity 
Day of Potsdam (21 March 1933) 
deafness, hereditary 
death penalty see capital punishment 
Debussy, Claude 
Defence Council, Reich 


Defence Law 

degeneracy 

Degenerate Art exhibition 
Degenerate Music exhibition 
Degenhardt, Carl 

Degussa chemical company 
Delbriick, Hans 

Denmark 

denunciations 

department stores 
Depression (1929-33) 
Deutsche Bank 

Dickens, Charles 

Diels, Rudolf 

Dietrich, Marlene 

Dietrich, Otto 

Dietrich, Sepp 

Dimitrov, Georgi 

Dirks, Walter 

Disney, Roy 

Disney, Walt 

District Leaders (Kreisleiter) 
Ditzen, Rudolf (Hans Fallada) 
divorce 

Dix, Otto 

Dmowski, Roman 

Doctor Mabuse (The Gambler) (film) 
doctors 

Dollfuss, Engelbert 
Domagk, Gerhard 

domestic service 

Dominican Republic 

Donat, Wolfgang 

Donop, Lippe 

Dresden 

Dresdner Bank 

drug companies 

Duisburg 


Durango, Spain 
Diisseldorf 

Gestapo office 

Theatre 

Degenerate Art exhibition 


Reich Music Festival (1938) 
Special Court 
1938 pogrom 

Duty of Service, Decree of 


East Friesia 
East Prussia 


East-Central Europe 

ethnic Germans in, 1937 
Eberlein, Hugo 
Ebermannstadt, Bavaria 
Eberstein, Karl, Baron von 
Ebert, Friedrich 
Eckell, Johannes 
Economics, Reich Ministry of 
economy; see also ‘Aryanization’; Four-Year Plan 
Ecuador 
Eden, Anthony 
Editors’ Law 
education 

religious 

Nazification of 

antisemitism 

textbooks 

teachers 

political 

physical 

class sizes 

Nazi elite schools 

Adolf Hitler Schools 

Order Castles 


sports 
higher 
female 
medical 
see also universities 
Education, Reich Ministry of 
Eggers, Kurt 
Egk, Werner 
Eglfing-Haar asylum 
Eher Publishing House 
Ehrhardt, Captain Hermann 
Eichberg asylum 
Eichenauer, Richard 
Eichengrun, Sally 
Eichmann, Adolf 
Eicke, Theodor 
Einstein, Albert 
Eisenach prison, Thuringia 
Eisenstein, Sergei 
Elberfeld 
elections 
high turnout rates 
liberal centre and moderate left losses (mid-1920s) 
Reichstag (1928) 
Reichstag (1930) 
Reichstag (November 1932) 
Reichstag (July 1932) 
Reichstag (March 1933) 
Reichstag (March 1936) 
Reichstag (November 1933) 
Church (November 1932) 
Church (July 1933) 
local 
see also plebiscites 
Ellerhusen, Paul 
Eltz-Rubenach, Peter Baron von 
embezzlement 
Emergency Association of German Science (later the German Research 


Community) 
emergency relief schemes 
emigration 
of Jews 
of university staff 
of artists 
Emsland, North Germany 
Empires, European 
Enabling Act (1933) 
Endeks 
Engels, Friedrich 
engineering 
Entailed Farms 
epilepsy, hereditary 
Erbach, Willi 
Erfurt 
Essen 
Esslingen, Wiirttemberg 
Esterwegen concentration camp 
Estonia 
Ethiopian War 
Ettighofer, Paul Coelestin 
eugenics, eugenicists 
Evangelical Church 
politically conservative 
Inner Mission 
attempts to Nazify 
and stormtroopers’ uniformed presence at services 
co-ordination of 
existing officials replaced with German Christians 
and German Democratic Republic 
conflict between German Christians and Confessing Church 
dominated by German Christians in North Germany 
adopts the Aryan Paragraph 
loss of power and influence by 1939 
fear of Bolshevism and revolution 
and welfare institutions 
see also Confessing Church; German Christians 


Evian conference (1938) 
exports 
Expressionism 


Falkenburg Castle, Crossinsee, Pomerania 
Falkenstein 
Fallada, Hans see Ditzen, Rudolf 
family 
family assistants 
farmers 
Nazi Party members 
and traditional Church festivals 
Darré’s vision 
price controls inheritance laws 
Reich entailed farms 
see also agriculture; Entailed Farms, Food Estate 
Farmers’ Leaders 
Farmsen 
Fascism (Italian) 
Faulhaber, Cardinal Michael 
Feder, Gottfried 
feeble-mindedness 
Feidler’s stocking shop 
feminist movement 
Feuchtwanger, Lion 
Fey, Major Emil 
Fiehler, Gerhard 
Fighting League for German Culture 
Fighting League of German Architects and Engineers 
film see cinema 
Film Chamber, Reich 
Film Credit Bank 
Film-Courier magazine 
Finck, Wilhelm 
Finland 
First World War 
‘spirit of 1914’ 
Germany’s defeat 


Remarque’s and Ettighofer’s views of 
Germany’s Protestant clergy 
Allied blockade of Germany 
‘stab-in-the-back’ 
fighting unity and commitment of the front 
Jews portrayed as the enemy 
propaganda claims 

fishing industry 

Flechtheim, Alfred 

Flick, Friedrich 

Flossenbiirg concentration camp 

folk music 

Folkwang Museum, Essen 

Food Estate, Reich 

food supplies 

forced labour 

Ford Motor Corporation 

foreign debt 

foreign exchange reserves 

Foreign Ministry, Reich ; see also Neurath; Ribbentro p foreign travel 

Forester, Cecil Scott 

forestry 

Forster, Albert 

Four-Year Plan 

Fox Talking Weekly Review 

Fraenkel, Ernst 

France 
German loss of territory to 
Hitler alleges government plot with R6hm 
Impressionists 
treatment of Catholic priests by German troops (1870s) 
wrests control of education from the clergy 
occupation of the Rhineland 
pronatalist propaganda 
restrictions on employment of foreign workers 
antisemitism 
ethnic Germans in 
reluctance to prepare for war 


Communist Party 

ultimatum to Germany 
Franciscans 
Franco, General Francisco 
Franco-Soviet Pact 
Franconia 
Frank, Hans 
Frank, Karl Hermann 
Frank, Walter 
Frankfurt am Main 
Frankfurt Newspaper (Frankfurter Zeitung) 
Frankfurter, David 
Frederick the Great, King of Prussia 
Free Corps 
Freemasonry 
Freiberg, Saxony 
Freudenberg, Carl 
Freusberg 
Frick, Wilhelm 
Frie, Karl 
Friedrich Wilhelm, Crown Prince 
Friedrichshain, Berlin 
Friedrichstadt 
Fritsch, General Werner von 
Fuhlsbiittel concentration camp 
Fihlsbiittel prison 
Funk, Walther 
Fiirstenwalde 
Furtwangler, Wilhelm 


Galen, Clemens von, Bishop of Miinster 

Galerie Fischer, Lucerne 

Garbo, Greta 

Garmisch-Partenkirchen (Winter Olympic Games, 1936) 
Gather, Wilhelm 

Gauguin, Paul 

Gebensleben, Eberhard 

Gebensleben, Elisabeth 


Gebensleben, Friedrich Karl 
Gebensleben, Irmgard 
Gedye, George 
Geigy 
General Motors 
Geneva 
geography teaching 
George, King of Great Britain 
Gera 
Gereke, Gtinter 
Gerlich, Fritz 
German Blood, Declaration of 
German Blood and German Honour, Law for the Protection of 
German Book Week 
‘German chemistry’ 
German Christians 
sweeping victory in Church elections (23 July 1933) 
failure 
and the Confessing Church 
antisemitism 
and theology faculties 
and welfare institutions 
German Conservative Party 
German Criminal Code 
German Democratic Republic 
German Earth- and Stoneworks Company 
German Educationalists’ Community 


German Faith Movement 
German Fashion Institute 
German Folklore 
German Gold Discount Bank 
‘German greeting’ 
German Institute for Business Research 
German Labour Front 
and Block Wardens 
and denunciations 
takeover of trade unions 


and the Reich Food Estate 
and female workers 
and small workshops 
and pharmacists 
Ley appointed to lead 
internal structures 
and the Italian Fascist model 
corruption 
wages 
and welfare 
and women’s welfare 
and The Stormer 
and Austria 
see also Strength Through Joy 
German language 
‘German mathematics’ 
German Medical Association 
German Music Critics’ Association 
German National Healers’ Union 
German National Prize for Art and Science 
German News Office 
German Nobles’ Union (Deutsche Adelsgenossenschaft) 
German Officers’ League 
German People’s Party 
German Prize for Art and Science 
German Publishing Institution 
German Research Community 
German Revolution (1918-19) 
German Students’ League 
German Students’ Union 
German Teachers’ Paper (Allgemeine Deutsche Lehrerzeitung) 
German Women’s Bureau 
Gershwin, George 
Gestapo (Geheime Staatspolizei; Secret State Police) 
early history 
and Social Democrats 
and Communists 
arrest of prisoners on release from custody 


interrogation by 
nationwide series of raids (April 1938) 
Miiller heads 
and denunciations 
and the press 
raids of libraries and bookshops 
closes down art exhibition 
and music 
and the Catholics 
and Jehovah’s Witnesses 
and student unrest 
and Thyssen 
and Strength Through Joy 
on the shop-floor 
and African-Germans 
and homosexuality 
and mixed marriages 
and Austria 
and Czechoslovakia 
Giessen, University of 
Girmann, Ernst 
Glass, Fridolin 
Gleiwitz, Upper Silesia 
Globke, Hans 
Globocnik, Odilo 
Glogau 
Goebbels, Magda 
Goebbels, Paul Joseph 
propagandist 
and the Reichstag fire 
heads Propaganda Ministry 
complains about Papen 
Rohm purge 
and capital punishment 
and cultural revolution 
Nuremberg propaganda 
and Triumph of the Will 
reviews SA-Man Brand 


and Mickey Mouse films 
gains control of film industry 
and radio 

and Rosenberg 

and Reich Culture Chamber 
and the press 

and Ditzen’s books 

and the theatre 

and Barlach 

and Breker 

bans art criticism 

and Speer 

new house on the Wannsee 
and Strauss 

and Reich Music Chamber 
and Furtwdangler 

and Bayreuth 

and music 

on art and politics 

efforts to make propaganda interesting 
and refractory pastors 

and the Catholics 

religious beliefs 

his paper, The Attack 

on women 

earnings 

treatment of Finck 
antisemitism 

and Muchow 

and tourism 

Winter Aid 

and Hilgenfeldt 

club foot 

Mother’s Day 

and 1938 pogrom 

and expropriation of the Jews 
plays a trick on Hanfstaengl 
and Austria 


and Czechoslovakia 
on ‘war psychosis’ of the population 
hate campaign against Poland 
Goerdeler, Carl 
Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von 
Gold Standard 
Goring, Hermann 
man of action 
appointed Prussian Minister of the Interior 
Minister without Portfolio 
hands over control of Prussian political police 
Rohm purge 
made Hitler’s deputy and successor 
establishes Gestapo 
and Dimitrov’s trial 
and Furtwangler 
and Catholics 
and Darré 
and Schmitt 
and the Four-Year Plan 
as head of the air force 
bugging and telephone tapping of industrialists 
properties, artworks and other assets 
taste for uniforms and titles 
antisemitism 
Duke and Duchess of Windsor 
Decree on the Duty of Service 
and African-Germans 
and Austria 
and Czechoslovakia 
brokers Munich conference behind Hitler’s back 
tries to avoid conflict with the British 
Gorlitz 
Gotha 
Gottingen 
Gottingen Daily News-Sheet (Gottinger Tageblatt) 
Graener, Paul 
Grashof, Otto 


Great German Art Exhibition (Munich, 1937) 
Greater Germany (Grossdeutschland) 
Greece 

Greenwood, Arthur 

Gregor, Joseph 

Grober, Archbishop Konrad 

Gross, Walter 

Grosz, George 

Gruhn, Margarethe 

Griindgens, Gustav 

Griinewald, Matthias 

Grynszpan, Herschel 

Guenther, Peter 

Guernica 

guilds 

Guatemala 

Gulbranssen, Trygve 

Gumbel, Emil Julius 

Gunzenhausen, Franconia 

Gurtner, Reich Justice Minister Franz 
Gustloff, Wilhelm 

Gypsies 


Haavara Transfer Agreement (1933) 
Haberstock, Karl 

Habicht, Theo 

Habitual Criminals Law (1933) 
Habsburg Monarchy 

Hacha, Emil 

Haeften, Hans-Bernd von 

Haffner, Sebastian see Pretzel, Raimund 
Hahn, Otto 

Haile Selassie, Emperor of Ethiopia 
Halder, General Franz 

Halifax, Lord 

Halle-Merseburg 

Haller, Johannes 

Hamburg 


police 
Gestapo headquarters 
proposed suspension bridge 
Hitler Youth 
comradeship houses 
labour exchange 
action against Jewish businesses 
Chamber of Commerce 
Foreign Currency Search Office 
Regional Finance Office 
Aryanization Department 
closing of Jewish shops 
Beiersdorf company 
Electricity Works 
Sickness Fund 
creation of Greater Hamburg 
Regional Court 
and 1938 pogrom 
Hamburg-America Shipping Line 
Hammerstein, General Kurt von 
Hamsun, Knut 
Handel, Georg Friedrich 
Hanfstaengl, Eberhard 
Hanfstaengl, Ernst ‘Putzi’ 
Hanover 
Hans Westmar: One of Many (film) 
Hanselbauer Hotel, Bad Wiessee 
Harbou, Thea von 
Harlan, Veit 
Hartmann, Karl Amadeus 
Harvest Thanksgiving Festival 
Hassell, Ulrich von 
Haupt, Joachim 
Hauptmann, Gerhart 
Health Office, Reich 
Heckel, Erich 
Heckert, Fritz 
Heidegger, Martin 


Heidelberg University 
Heine, Heinrich 
Heines, Edmund 
Heinkel, Ernst 
Heisenberg, Werner 
Heissmeyer, August 
Helldorf, Wolf Heinrich, Count 
Henderson, Sir Nevile 
Henkel company 
Henkell, Annelies 
Henlein, Konrad 
Hereditarily Diseased Offspring, Law for the Prevention of 
Hereditary Health of the German People, Law for the Protection of the (1935) 
hereditary theory of disease 
Hereditary Health Courts 
Hermann-G6ring-Works, Linz 
Herrenclub, Berlin 
Hertie department stores 
Hertz, Gustav 
Hertz, Heinrich 
Hess, Rudolf 
Hitler dictates My Struggle to 
joins the cabinet 
warns against revolutionary agitation 
offers to shoot the Rohm traitors 
laws and decrees proposed by Reich Ministries 
and theservice 
his powers increasingly used by Bormann 
and the judiciary 
at Nuremberg Rally 
Office of the Leader’s Deputy 
and department stores 
and the Factory Cell Organization 
wages issue 
and mixed marriages 
and the Citizenship Law 
and the 1938 pogrom 
Hesse 


Heydebreck, Max 
Heydrich, Reinhard 
head of SS Security Service 
and Rohm’s overthrow 
feared and disliked 
background and early career 
put in charge of Gestapo 
on the judicial system 
and Criminal Police raids 
enrols Muller in the Security Service 
and denunciations 
and the Catholic Church 
and Foreign Currency Search Office 
and 1938 pogrom 
and Jewish emigration 
and the Fritsch affair 
and Austria 
provides pretext for invasion of Poland 
Heymann, Lida Gustava 
High Command of the Armed Forces 
Higher Education Commission of the Nazi Party 
Hilgenfeldt, Erich 
Himmler, Heinrich 
centralizes police apparatus in his own hands 
and R6hm’s murder 
builds up the SS 
establishes Security Service 
replaces Diels as head of Gestapo 
made Chief of the German Police 
appoints Eicke to run Dachau 
secures immunity from prosecution for concentration camp staff 
and the Gestapo 
at Nuremberg Rally 
and the Catholics 
and Darré 
plans for the SS 
and Jehovah’s Witnesses 
Himmler, Heinrich - contd. 


Hitler Youth police force 

orders students to help with the harvest 

and Heisenberg 

and history 

and the aristocracy 

and Fritz Lenz 

and breeding a future master-race 

and Gypsies 

and homosexuality 

and annexation of Austria 
Hindemith, Paul 
Hindenburg, Paul von 

a staunch monarchist 

powers 

appoints cabinet of experts under Briining 

re-election (1932) 

appoints Hitler as Chancellor 

emergency decree after the Reichstag fire 

and Jewish war veterans 

enforces Fritsch’s appointment 

ill-health 

retires to his estate 

wants brownshirts brought to heel 

and Papen 

and R6hm purge 

death 

death penalty decree 

Hitler’s misuse of his official funds 

socializes with Prussian landed aristocrats 
Hinkel, Hans 
Hinterstocker (village treasurer) 
Hirschberg 
Historical Journal (Historische Zeitschrift) 
history 

in education 

and liberalism 
History of the New Germany, Reich Institute for the 
Hitler, Adolf 


birth (1889) 

failed artist 

putsch attempt (1923) 

imprisoned (1924) 

antisemitism 

idea of racial conquest of Eastern Europe 
appointment as Chancellor 

assurances to the German army 

starts to bypass the cabinet 

cult of 

Rohm purge 

merges offices of President and Chancellor 
Head of State 

contempt for state and law 

poverty and unemployment before the First World War 
birthday celebrations 

radio broadcasts 

bans German citizens from receiving Nobel prizes 
and Breker 

and National Gallery directors 

and Speer 

plans for Berlin 

passion for Wagner 

speeches on art and mass culture 

and the arts 

and ‘Reich Church’ 

and Ministry for Church Affairs 

and Niemoller 

and the Catholic Church 

faith in science as the basis for action 

and the universities 

attitude to intellectuals 

praises German military prowess and great national heroes 
and motorways 

and unemployment 

on women 

rearmament 

‘living-space’ 


and Schacht 
on the aim of German foreign policy 
plans for a general European war 
source of funds 
and ‘one-pot Sunday’ 
portrays himself as a man of the people 
and Haavara Transfer Agreement 
and the Olympic Games 
unleashes the 1938 pogrom after vom Rath’s death 
orders stopping of the pogrom 
first threatens Jewish annihilation 
working habits 
visits Mussolini (June 1934) 
on the Saarlanders’ decision 
Blomberg-Fritsch affair 
health concerns 
Vienna speech (15 March 1938) 
plot against him (1938) 
first meets Chamberlain 
fails to secure Anglo-French neutrality 
Reichstag speech on invasion of Poland 
increasingly unshakeable faith in himself 
My Struggle 

Hitler Youth Quex (film) 

Hitler Youth 

Hlinka Guard 

Hoegner, Wilhelm 

Hoffmann, Heinrich 

Hofmannsthal, Hugo von 

Hohberg und Buchwald, Anton, Baron von 

Hohenzollern family 

Hohner, Ernst 

Hohner company 

Holland 

Holy Roman Empire 

Home Defence Brigades (Austria) 

Home Office (UK) 

homosexuality 


Homosexuality and Abortion, Reich Central Office for the Combating of 
Honiok, Franz 

horse-riding associations 
Horst Wessel Song 

Horten, Helmut 

Horthy, Admiral Miklos 

Hoss, Rudolf 

Hossbach, Colonel Friedrich 
Hotel Blum, Oberhof 

Hotel Dreesen, Bad Godesberg 
Hotel Kaiserhof, Berlin 
Hoteliers and Innkeepers, Reich Association of German 
House of Commons 

House of German Art, Munich 
housing 

Hradschin Castle, Prague 
Huber, Ernst Rudolf 
Hugenberg, Alfred 

Hungary 

hunting 

Huntingdon’s chorea 
hyperinflation 


Idinger, Ignaz 
I.G. Farben 
illegitimacy 
Imperial Institute of Physics and Technology 
imports 
Individual Trade, Law for the Protection of 
industry 

and unionized labour 

job losses 

funds Nazi propaganda 

investment 

industrial relations 

see also under individual firms 
Industry, Reich Association of German 
infant mortality 


inflation 
inheritance laws 
Innitzer, Cardinal Theodor 
insanity 
Institutes for Racial Studies 
insurance; see also Allianz 
Insurance, Reich Association for Private 
intelligence tests 
Interior, Prussian Ministry of 
Interior, Reich Ministry of the 
International Brigade 
International Socialist Fighting League 
investment 
iron 
Iron Guard 
Istanbul 
Italy 
Church-state struggle 
Corporate State 
exporter to Third Reich 
seasonal workers in Germany 
tourism 
family policy 
Hitler wants to annex German-speaking areas 
imperialism 


Jager, August 
Jannings, Emil 

Japan 

Jawlensky, Alexei 
jazz 

Jehovah’s Witnesses 
Jellinek, Walter 

Jena University 
Jesuits 

Jewish Assets, Decree on the Utilization of (1938) 
Jewish Culture League 
Jews 


population 

in German society and culture 
civil servants 

war veterans 

synagogues 

boycott of businesses 
scientists 

emigration 


murders during R6hm purge 

writers 

excluded from the theatre 

artists 

architects 

musicians 

pressure to dismiss Jews from Church employment 
converts to Christianity 

Niemoller on 

and German education 


and the Hitler Youth 
doctors 

and Bolshevism 

attacks on Jewish firms 

as scapegoats 

and Winter Aid 

abortion for Jewish women 
fashion designers 

removal of citizenship 
mixed marriages 

racial classification 

Reich Representation of German Jews 
charities 

Russian 

segregation 

1938 pogrom 


expropriation of 


Reich Association of Jews in Germany 
forced labour 
Reich Centre for Jewish Emigration 
Polish 
Hungarian 
Romanian 
see also antisemitism; ‘Aryanization’ 
job creation 
Johst, Hanns 
journalism 
judiciary 
Jung, Edgar 
Junger, Ernst 
Junkers; see also aristocracy 
Junkers, Hugo 
Justi, Ludwig 
Justice, Prussian Ministry of 
Justice, Reich Ministry of 


Kaas, Prelate Ludwig 

KaDeWe (Kaufhaus des Westens (Department Store of the West)), Berlin 
Kahr, Gustav Ritter von 

Kaiser Wilhelm Society 
Kaltenbrunner, Ernst 

Kandinsky, Vassily 

Kapos 

Kapp putsch (1920) 

Karl, Anton 

Karl Marx School, Neukolln, Berlin 
Karlsbad 

Karlsruhe 

Kassel 

Kaufbeuren-Irsee asylum 

Kaufhof 

Kaufmann, Karl 

Kayser, Albert 

Keitel, General Wilhelm 

Kempka, Erich 


Keppler, Wilhelm 
Kerrl, Hanns 

Kessler, Count Harry 
Ketteler, Wilhelm von 
Kiel 

Kiel University 
Kirchner, Ernst Ludwig 
Kirov, Sergei 

Kladno 

Klausener, Erich 
Klee, Paul 

Kleiber, Erich 
Klemperer, Eva 
Klemperer, Georg 
Klemperer, Otto 
Klemperer, Victor 
Klepper, Jochen 
Klinke, Hans Peter 
Klotz, Clemens 

Klug, Ulrich 

Koblenz 

Koch, Karl 

Kohler, Walter 

Kohrt, Wilhelmina 
Kokoschka, Oskar 
Konigsberg 

Konstanz 

K6penick blood-week (June 1933) 
Korle, Hesse 

Kovno (Kaunas) 
Kranz, Heinrich Wilhelm 
Krauch, Carl 

Krause, Reinhold 
Krebs, Richard 
Kreditanstalt 

Krefeld 

K*enek, Ernst 
Kreuzberg, Berlin 


Krieck, Ernst 

Krieger, Hannelore 

Kréger, Theodor 

Kroll Opera House 

Kriiger, Hardy 

Krupp engineering factory, Essen 
Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach, Gustav 
Krupp family 

Kun, Bela 

Kurzweil, Moses 


Labour, Reich Ministry of 

Labour Exchange and Unemployment Insurance, Institute for 
labour exchanges 

Labour Front see German Labour Front 
labour movement 

Labour Service 

labour supply 

Lake Constance 

Lalleri see Gypsies 

Lammers, Hans-Heinrich 

land reform 

Landsberg 

Lang, Fritz 

Langenpreising 

Last Command, The (film) 

Latvia 

law, lawyers 

leadership principle 

Leadership School of German Physicians 
League for the Advancement of Self-Help for the Physically Handicapped 
League of German Girls 

League of Nations 

Leander, Zarah 

Lebensborn (Well of Life) 

Leipzig 

Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra 

Lenard, Philipp 


Lenin, Vladmir Ilyich 
Lenz, Fritz 
Leoncavallo, Ruggero 
Leonding 
lesbians 
Lessing, Gotthold Ephraim 
Leverkusen 
Levi, Hermann 
Ley, Robert 
childhood 
leads the German Labour Front 
disdain for Christianity 
Adolf Hitler Schools 
and Darré 
and Speer 
War Service 
education 
and Hitler 
runs the West German Observer 
lifestyle 
and Duke and Duchess of Windsor 
and Strength Through Joy 
and Hilgenfeldt 
Libya 
Lichtenberg, Provost Bernhard 
Lichtenburg concentration camp 
Liebermann, Max 
Liebknecht, Karl 
Liechtenstein 
Lindgens, Arthur 
Linz 
Lippe 
Literary Chamber, Reich 
literature 
Lithuania 
Litvinov, Maxim 
living-space 
Local Government Law, Reich (1935) 


local governments 
Locarno Pact (1925) 
Lochner, Louis 
Loewenheim, Walter 
London Philharmonic Orchestra 
Loos, Theodor 
Lowenherz, Josef 

Liibeck 

Lucerne 

Luckau prison 
Ludendorff, General Erich 
Ludwig, Alfred 

Lufthansa 

Liineburg 

Luther, Hans 

Luther, Martin 

Lutherans 

Lutze, Viktor 
Luxembourg 

Luxemburg, Rosa 


M (film) 

Macke, August 

Mad Doctor, The (Disney cartoon) 
Madagascar 

Madeira 

Madrid 

Magdeburg 

Mahler, Gustav 

Maillol, Aristide 

Malicious Gossip Law 
Manderbach, Richard 

Mann, Heinrich 

Mann, Klaus 

Mann, Thomas 

Mannesmann 

manual workers, Nazi Party members 
Marburg 


Marc, Franz 
Marienburg Castle 
marriage 
mixed 
mass simultaneous weddings of brownshirts 
‘racially undesirable’ 
postponed 
Gypsies 
Marriage Law (1938) 
marriage loans 
martial law 
Marx, Karl 
Marxism/Marxists 
Marzahn, Berlin 
Maschmann, Melita 
maternity homes 
mathematics 
Matisse, Henri 
Mauser rifle factory 
Mauthausen concentration camp 
May, Karl 
Mayday (‘Day of National Labour’) 
Mayer, Albert 
Mayer, Helene 
Mayer, Moritz 
Mayer, Paul 
Mayer, Rupert 
Mayer and Son, Offenbach 
Mayer-Quade, Joachim 
mayors 
Mecklenburg 
medicine 
Mefo bills 
Meier, Julius 
Meiser, Bishop Hans 
Meissner, State Secretary Otto 


Meitner, Lise 


Memel 
Mendelssohn, Felix 
Mensheviks 
mental hospitals 
mentally handicapped 
Meppen 
Mergenthaler, Christian 
Messerschmidt, Wilhelm 
metal industry 
Metallurgical Research Institute 
metalworking industry 
Metzger, Edmund 
Metropolis (film) 
Metternich, Count Clemens Wenzel Lothar 
Metzingen 
Mexico 
Michelangelo 
Mickey Mouse 
middle class 
votes 
fear of Communism 
reaction to R6hm murders 
views on art 
religious attitudes 


artisans and small shopkeepers (Mittelstand) 
white-collar workers and salaried employees (new Mittelstand) 


nationalism 

see also business;Service 
Mies van der Rohe, Ludwig 
Mietraching, Bavaria 
Miklas, Wilhelm 
Milch, Erhard 
Mirre, Ludwig 
Moabit state prison, Berlin 
modernism 
modernity, Nazi 
Modigliani, Amadeo 
Molotov, Vyacheslav 


Moravia 
Mosse family 
Mother’s Day 
Mother’s Honour Crosses 
Mothers’ Service, Reich 
motor cars 
motor industry 
motorways 
Mozart, Wolfgang Amadeus 
Muchow, Reinhard 
Miiller, Ernst 
Miiller, Heinrich 
Miiller, Karl Alexander von 
Miiller, Reich Bishop Ludwig 
Miiller, Wilhelm 
Munch, Edvard 
Munich 
Communist and far-left revolutionary uprisings (1918-19) 
stormtroopers demonstrate 
SA targeted in purge 
Social Democrat groups in 
Special Court 
theatre 
Degenerate Art exhibition (1937) 
Konigsplatz 
Frauenkirche 
Michaeliskirche 
university 
town hall 
Munich - contd. 
boycott of Jewish firms 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
Chamberlain’s first meeting with Hitler 
Munich Agreement (1938) 
Miinster 
music 
Jewish musicians 


radio 
classical 
control of musical events and institutions 
jazz 
swing 
folk music 
and Strength Through Joy 
Music Censorship Office, Reich 


Music Chamber, Reich 
Music Festival, Reich (Diisseldorf, 1938) 
Musical Jews A-B-C 
musicals 
Mussolini, Benito 
‘March on Rome’ (1923) 
and racial engineering 
Hitler visits (June 1934) 
invades Abyssinia 
and G6ring’s ambitions in Austria 
and Germany’s invasion of Poland 
Mutschmann, Martin 


Napoleon Bonaparte 
National Gallery, Berlin 
National Labour, Law for the Ordering of 
National Liberal Party 
National Political Educational Institutions (‘Napolas’) 
National Socialism (Nazism: National Socialist German Workers’ Party) 
creates one-party state 
antisemitism 
founded (1919) 
putsch attempt (1923) 
ideology 
July 1932 Reichstag elections 
November 1932 Reichstag elections 
membership statistics 


anti-intellectualism 

recruitment halted (May 1933) 

a majority in the cabinet 

criticism of 

contempt for state and law 

centralization 

regions in the Third Reich (1935) 

Political Leaders 

Block Wardens 

celebration of the glorious dead 

seen as political religion 

Racial Policy Office 

Regional Economic Consultants 

corruption 

programme (1920) 

Genealogy Office 

Foreign Policy Office 
National Socialist Drivers’ Corps 
National Socialist Factory Cell Organization 
National Socialist German Lawyers’ League 
National Socialist German Lecturers’ Association 
National Socialist German Students’ League 
National Socialist German University Teachers’ League 
National Socialist High School, Starnbergersee 
National Socialist People’s Welfare 
National Socialist Physicians’ League 
National Socialist Teachers’ League 
National Socialist War Officers Association 
National Socialist Womanhood 
Nationalist Party 

November 1932 Reichstag elections 


dissolved 

and Niemdller 

quintessential Protestant party 

and the new Mittelstand 
Nature journal 


navy 
Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact (1939) 
Nazification 
of clubs and societies 
of education programmes for prisoners 
of musical institutions 
of the Evangelical Church 
of education 
student unions 
of the national farmers’ organization 
Neudeck, East Prussia 
Neuengamme concentration sub-camp, Hamburg 
Neumann, Heinz 
Neurath, Konstantin von 
New Beginning (Neu-Beginnen) 
New Forwards (Neue Vorwarts) 
New German Healing 
‘New Objectivity’ (Neue Sachlichkeit) 
New Plan (Schacht) 
New Testament 
New York Herald Tribune 
New York Philharmonic Orchestra 
newspapers 
newsreels 
Nicaragua 
Niemoller, Martin 
Nigeria 
‘Night of Broken Glass’ (Reichskristallnacht; pogrom, 9-10 November 1938) 
Grynszpan’s shooting of vom Rath 
Hitler orders the pogrom 
violence through the night 
aftermath 
30,000 Jewish men put in concentration camps 
Propaganda Ministry’s comments 
expropriation of the Jews 
Night of Broken Glass - contd. and Nazis’ drive to force Jews to emigrate 
reflects the regime’s radicalization in preparation for war 
‘Night of the Long Knives’ (R6hm purge, 29-30 June, 1934) 


Nolde, Emil 
Nolting Foundation 
Non-Aggression Pact with Poland (1934) 
North German Hop Industry Company 
Northeim, Lower Saxony 
Norway 
nuclear fission 
Nuremberg 
Party Rallies 
Nuremberg Laws (1935) 
nursing homes, state 
Nyrt, Mayor 


Obersalzberg, Bavaria 
occupational census (1933) 
Office of the Leader’s Deputy ; see also Hess, Rudolf 
Ohlendorf, Otto 

oil 

Old Testament 

old-age homes 

Oldenburg 

Olympic Games (Berlin, 1936) 
Oncken, Hermann 

‘one-pot Sunday’ 

Opel 

opera 

operettas 

Oranienburg concentration camp 
Order Castles 

Orff, Carl 

Organization Escherich 
Ossietzky, Carl von 

Osten, Lina von 

Oster, Hans 

Osteria restaurant, Munich 
Othmarschen 

Otte, Carlo 

Otto von Habsburg, Archduke 


Overcrowding of German Schools and Universities, Law against the 
Owens, Jesse 


Pacelli, Cardinal Eugenio 
pacifism 
Pact of Steel 
paedophilia 
paganism 
Palatinate 
Palestine 
pan-Germanism 
Papacy 
fear of Communism 
Concordat (1933) 
Papal Encyclical (Mit brennender Sorge (‘With burning concern’)) Papal 
Infallibility, Declaration of (1871) 
see also Pius; Pius 
Papen, Franz von 
Reich Chancellor 
as Vice-Chancellor 
manipulation by the Nazis 
and conservative restoration 
and R6hm purge 
conservative clique around him 
ambassador to Vienna 
Paraguay 
Paris Film Festival 
Paris World Exposition (1937) 
Party and State, Law for Guarantees of the Unity of (1933) 
Pastors’ Emergency League; see also Confessing Church 
Paul, Hugo 
People’s Community (Volksgemeinschaft) 
People’s Court 
People’s Party 
People’s Receiver (Volksempfdnger) 
Peru 
Petersen, Jan 
Pfeiffer, Hans 


Pfennigsdorf, Emil 
Pfitzner, Hans 
pharmacists 
Philip, Prince of Hesse 
Philippines 
philosophy 
physically handicapped 
Physically Handicapped, Reich League of the 
physicians see doctors 
Physicians’ Chamber, Reich 
physics 
Picasso, Pablo 
Pieck, Wilhelm 
Pitsudski, Jozef 
pimps 
Pirow, Oswald 
Pius, Pope 
Pius, Pope 
Planck, Erwin 
Plato 
plebiscites 
12 November 1933 
19 August 1934 
29 March 1936 Saarland (1935) 
Ploetz, Alfred 
poetry 
pogrom (1939) see ‘Night of Broken Glass’ 
Poland 
German loss of territory to 
Catholicism 
seasonal labourers in Germany 
exporter to Third Reich 
expected neutrality 
and Hitler’s living-space idea 
Jews in 
antisemitism 
ethnic Germans in 
nationalism 


ten-year non-aggression pact with Germany 
territorial claim on Czechoslovakia 
Britain’s guarantee to 
Hitler’s reasons for attacking 
German view of Poles 
suspicious of the Soviet Union 
Hitler discusses invasion with Mussolini 
Gleiwitz mock assault 
invasion of 
police 
auxiliary 
Prussian 
political 
Criminal 
Bavarian 
merges with SS 
interrogation by 
powers of arrest and detention 
and homosexuality 
see also Gestapo 
Polish corridor 
political jokes 
political prisoners 
Pollack, Isidor 
Poller, Walter 
Pomerania 
Ponte, Lorenzo da 
Popular Enlightenment and Propaganda, Reich Ministry of 
Popular Front 
population policy ; see also birth rate; marriage; sterilization 
Porsche, Ferdinand 
Posse, Hans 
Postal Service, Reich 
Potsdam 
Prague 
‘Prague Manifesto’ (1934) 
Prenzlau district 
Press, Reich Association of the German 


Press Chamber, Reich 
Pretzel, Raimund 
preventive medicine 
prices; see also inflation 
prisons 
professionals 
Prokofiev, Serge 
propaganda 
funding of 
antisemitic 
‘Night of the Long Knives’ 
Social Democrats’ criticism of Nazi propaganda machine 
Nazi alarmist 
treasonable verbal 
and plebiscites 
Nazis’ belief in positive power of 


cult of Hitler 
Triumph of the Will 
radio 
Bayreuth Festival 
campaigns of early 1930s 
cultural 
and art 
and German language 
anti-Christian 
Nazi propaganda in schools 
against the physically handicapped 
pronatalist 
supposed mistreatment of Sudeten Germans by Czechs 
claims of First World War 
unremitting 
see also Popular Enlightenment and Propaganda, Reich Ministry of Property 
Transfer Office (Vienna) 
Prora resort, Riigen island 
prostitution 
Protection of German Blood, Reich Committee for the 


‘protective custody’; see also concentration camps 
Protestant Church see Evangelical Church 
Protzen, Carl Theodor 

Prussia 

Puccini, Giacomo 

Punch magazine 


quantum mechanics 


‘racial defilement’ (Rassenschande) 
racial hygiene, hygienists 

Racial Observer (Vélkischer Beobachter) 
radio 

Radio Chamber, Reich 

Radio Luxemburg 

Raeder, Admiral Erich 


Railway Station Booksellers, Reich Association of German 
railway system 

rapists 

Rath, Ernst vom 

Rathenau, Walther 

Raubal, Angela (‘Geli’) 

Ravensbruck concentration camp 

raw materials 

rearmament 

Reck-Malleczewen, Friedrich 

Red Aid welfare organization 

Red Army 

Red Cross 

Red Flag (Rote Fahne) 

Red Front-Fighters’ League 

Reduction of Unemployment, first Law on the (‘First Reinhardt Programme’ ) 
Reduction of Unemployment, second Law on the (‘Second Reinhardt 
Programme’) 

Reformation 

Regensburg, Bavaria 

Regional Leaders (Gauleiter) 


Reich, The (Das Reich) magazine 
Reich Chancellery 
Reich Court, Leipzig 
Reich School of the NSDAP Feldafing 
Reich Security Head Office 
Reich Statistical Office 
Reich Supervisory Office for Insurance 
Reichenau, General Walther von 
Reichsbank 
Reichsbanner 
Reichsrat 
Reichstag 
accepts Hitler’s justification for the R6hm purge 
Reichstag fire 
state opening at Potsdam (21 March 1933) 
effective elimination of 
Hitler addresses on the Rhineland 
Hitler addresses on the armed forces 
Hitler’s speech on Czechoslovakia (18 March 1938) 
Hitler announces abrogation of agreements with Poland and Britain 
Hitler announces invasion of Poland 
Reichstag elections see under elections 
Reichstag Fire Decree (28 February 1933) 
Reinhardt, Fritz 
relativity 
religion see Christianity 
Remarque, Erich Maria 
Remmele, Hermann 
Renner, Karl 
reparations 
Respighi, Ottorino 
Reuter, Vice-Admiral Ludwig von 
Revolutionary Socialists of Germany 
rheumatoid arthritis 
Rheydt 
Rhineland 
African-Germans 
remilitarization of 


Rhineland-Westphalia 
Rhine Metal company , 
Ribbentrop, Joachim von 
Richthofen, Colonel Wolfram von 
Riefensthal, Leni 
Ritter, Gerhard 
Ritter, Dr Robert 
Robert Ley (a ship) 
Rohm, Ernst 
Rohm purge see ‘Night of the Long Knives’ 
Rohricht, Eberhard 
Romania 
Romanies see Gypsies 
Rome 
Rome-Berlin Axis 
Roontgen, Wilhelm 
Rosenberg, Alfred 
and Bishop Sproll 
and Goebbels 
and Fighting League for German Culture 
editor-in-chief of the Racial Observer 
similar views to Hitler on art and music 
and Ditzen 
denounces Barlach 
and The Silent Woman 
and the Degenerate Art exhibition 
and music 
declining influence 
anti-Christian ideas 
and universities 
and homosexuality 
and the Non-Aggression Pact 
Rosenheim 
Rosenheim, Julius 
Rostock 
Roth, Carola 
Rothenberg, Franz 
Rothfels, Hans 


Rothschild family 

Rowohlt, Ernst 

rubber; see also buna 

Riidin, Ernst 

Ruhr 
Franco-Belgian occupation (1923) 
armed left-wing uprising (1920) 
Communists in 
Schlageter shot 
food shortages 
African-Germans in 
Catholics in 

Ruler, The (Der Herrscher) (film) 

Rummelsburg 

Russia see Soviet Union 

Rust, Bernhard 


SA see ‘Storm Division’ 

SA Man, The (Der SA-Mann), magazine 
SA-Man Brand (film) 

Saar plebiscite 

Saarbrucken 

Sachsenburg 

Sachsenhausen concentration camp 
Sager and Woerner, engineering firm 
Salamander shoe company 

Salazar, Antonio 

Salomon, Ernst von 

Salzgitter 

Sauber, Georg 

Sauckel, Fritz 

Sauerbruch, Ferdinand 

Saxony 

Schacht, Hjalmar 

Schardt, Alois 

Schaub, Julius 

Scheel, Gustav Adolf 

Schell, Colonel von 


Schellenberg, Walter 
Schemm, Hans 
Schenzinger, Karl Aloys 
Schiller, Friedrich 
Schinkel, Friedrich von 
Schirach, Baldur von 
schizophrenia 
Schlageter, Albert Leo 
Schleicher, General Kurt von 
appointed Chancellor 
killed by the SS 
allegations against him 
Schlemmer, Oskar 
Schleswig-Holstein 
Schleswig-Holstein (battleship) 
Schlosser, Rainer 
Schlotterbeck, Friedrich 
Schlotterer, Gustav 
Schmeling, Max 
Schmid, Wilhelm Eduard 
Schmidt, Otto 
Schmidt, Waldemar 
Schmidt-Rottluff, Karl 
Schmitt, Kurt 
Schmitt, Ludwig 
Schmoller, Gustav 
Scholtz-Klink, Gertrud 
Schonberg, Arnold 
Schonerer, Georg Ritter von 
schools see education 
Schopwinkel, Robert 
Schreck, Julius 
Schrédinger, Erwin 
Schulenburg, Count Fritz-Dietlof 
Schultze, Walter ‘Bubi’ 
Schultze-Naumburg, Paul 
Schulz, Paul 
Schuschnigg, Kurt von 


Schwanenwerder 

Schwarz, Franz Xaver 

Schweinitz District News-Sheet (Schweinitzer Kreisblatt) 
Schwerin von Krosigk, Lutz 
science 

Science and Education, Reich Ministry of 
Scott, Sir Walter 

sculpture 

Secker and Warburg (publishers) 
Seldte, Franz 

Sembach, Emil 

Sethe, Paul 

sex offenders 

sexuality 

sexually transmitted diseases 
Seyss-Inquart, Arthur 

Shakespeare, William 

Shanghai 

Shirer, William. 

shoe industry; see also cobblers 
shopkeepers see under middle class 
Shostakovich, Dmitri 

show trials 

Sibelius, Jean 

Siberia 

Siegerland 

Siegfried Kroch Company 
Siegfried Line see West Wall 
Siemens, Georg von 
Siemens-Schtickert company 
Signac, Paul 

Silesia 

Silverberg, Paul 

Simon, John 

Simson arms manufacturing company 
Sinti see Gypsies 

Six, Franz 

Skoda works 


smoking 
Social Darwinism; see also racial hygiene 
Social Democratic Party of Germany 
membership 
principles 
and Grand Coalition 
terror against 
backs Hindenburg 
suppression of 
November 1932 Reichstag elections 


and the Communists 

mass arrests of leaders 

exiled leadership in Prague 

and R6hm purge 

opposition to Nazism 

Marxist ideology 

and 1934 plebiscite 

New Beginning and other groups 

and denunciations 

and journalism 

propaganda 

and the Hitler Youth 

report on artisans and shopkeepers 

loss of capacity for independent action 

and Strength Through Joy 

vast cultural apparatus 

welfare 

and the 1938 pogrom 

see also concentration camps 
social deviance 
social welfare see welfare system 
social workers 
Socialist Flysheets (Sozialistische Blatter) 
‘Socialist Front’ 
socialist realism 
Socialist Workers’ Party of Germany 
sociology 


Solingen-Ohligs 
Solmitz, Major Friedrich 
Solmitz, Luise 
Sonnemann, Leopold 
Sonthofen Castle, Bavaria 
Sotke, Fritz 
South Africa, Jewish immigrants 
Soviet Germany 
Soviet Union 
Revolution (1917) (‘October Revolution’) 
agricultural collectivization 
purges 
show trials 
deaths under Stalin 
labour camps 
cultural propaganda 
socialist realism 
unremitting war on individualism 


German belief in backwardness of Slavs 
Orthodox Russians 
persecution of the Christian Church 
becoming a threat in the ‘struggle of nations for life 
‘showdown with Russia inevitable’ (Goring) 
Five-Year Plan 
state ownership and centralized panning 
civil war (1918-21) 
state ownership of industry 
restrictions on birth control 
Jews 
ethnic Germans in 
invasion of (1941) 
Polish attitude to 
Spahn, Martin 
Spain 
SpanishWar 
Spartacist uprising (Berlin, January 1919) 
Special Courts 


’ 


special schools 
Speer, Albert 
early life 
becomes Hitler’s personal architect 
General Building Inspector for the National Capital 
plans for Berlin 
earnings 
and Strength Through Joy 
and ‘one-pot Sunday’ 
and the Olympic Games 
Sperrle, General Hugo 
Spilker, Inge 
Spoerl, Heinrich 
Sports Palace, Berlin 
Sproll, Bishop Joannes 
SS (Schutzstaffel; Protection Squad) 
prosecutions 
nominally a part of the SA 
‘putsch’ warning 
Hitler’s bodyguards 
‘Night of the Long Knives’ 
murder of Schleicher 
built up by Himmler 
compared to the SA 
hierarchy 
uniforms 
sponsorship 
purges 
marriage issue 
educational level 
begins to merge with police 
and concentration camps 
‘Death’s Head Formation’ 
employed by Gestapo for brutal interrogations 
at Nuremberg Rally 
Frankfurt Newspaper raided 
roots out books by proscribed authors 
in Sachsenhausen 


and Catholics 
and religion 
Himmler’s plans 
attacks Haupt 
Rust and 
Stark and 
boycott of Jewish firms 
aristocrats in 
doctors 
and Strength Through Joy 
and Winter Aid 
and racial hygiene 
and master-race 
and homosexuality 
treatment of Jews in Austria 
Eichmann joins 
and Czechoslovakia 
SS Security Service (Sicherheitsdienst or SD) 
Heydrich leads 
Ohlendorf heads the economics section 
established by Himmler 
personnel in political police service posts 
Koblenz branch 
on German radio 
and ‘degenerate’ art 
and Hitler Youth 
on universities 
and Heisenberg 
on historians 
exhortations not to buy from Jewish businesses 
on theservice 
Jewish Affairs Division 
and Polish Jews resident in Germany 
on ‘war psychosis’ 
and Czechoslovakia 
Stabel, Friedrich Oskar 
Stade, North Germany 
Stadelheim gaol, Munich 


Stalin, Josef 
purges 
secret police 
Soviet military preparedness 
Five-Year Plan 
Stark, Johannes 
Stauffenberg, Lieutenant Claus von 
Stauss, Emil Georg von 
Steed, Henry Wickham 
steel 
Steel Helmets: League of Front-Soldiers 
Steinbeck, John 
Steinhdusl, Otto 
Stelling, Johannes 
sterilization 
Stern scrap metal company, Essen 
Sternberger, Dolf 
Stettin 
Stoeckel, Walter 
‘Storm Division’ (Sturmabteilung, or SA; brownshirts; stormtroopers) 
violent activism 
and the Communist Party 
and the Social Democrats 


unemployment 

enrolled by Goring as auxiliary police 
membership statistics 

K6penick blood-week (June 1933) 


finds itself without a role 

Steel Helmets incorporated into 

own justice system 

prosecutions 

R6hm envisages as national militia 

Hotel Kaiserhof incident 

threat to the army 

obstacle to Himmler’s ambitions 1934 purge of 


decline in membership 
compared with SS 
and plebiscites 
at 1934 Nuremberg Rally 
and jazz 
uniformed presence at church services 
and Catholics 
and Hitler Youth 
and education 
and shortages of raw materials 
demands for donations 
attack on stores 
action against Jewish-owned shops 
robbery from Jewish homes 
candidates for jobs 
Prince August Wilhelm in 
Korle cycling club incident 
medical services 
and welfare collections 
and homosexuality 
antisemitism 
and the 1938 pogrom 
Stormer, The (Der Stiirmer) 
Strait Way, The (Der gerade Weg) 
Stralsund 
Strasser, Gregor 
resignation from the Nazi Party 
shot at police headquarters 
Hitler’s allegations against 
sets up Economic Policy Division 
Strasser, Otto 
Straubing 
Strauss, Richard 
Stravinsky, Igor 
Streicher, Julius 
antisemitic paper The Stormer 
antisemitic speech in Hamburg 
‘Strength Through Joy’ 


‘Strength Through Joy car’ (later Volkswagen) 
Stresa Front (1935) 

Stresemann, Gustav 

Stuckart, Wilhelm 

Stuckenschmidt, Hans-Heinz 

students see universities 

Stuttgart 

Styria, Austria 

Sudetenland 

Suhr, Otto 

Supreme Censorship Authority for Dirty and Trashy Literature 
swastika symbol 

Sweden 

swing, ‘Swing Youth’ 

Switzerland 

Syllabus of Errors (1864) 


Tack (shoe firm) 
Tanganyika (later Tanzania) 
Tannenberg League 
taxation 

teachers; see also education 
technology 

Telegraph Union 

Ten Commandments 
Teschen, Czechoslovakia 
Tessenow, Heinrich 

textiles 

Thalmann, Ernst 

theatre 

Theatre Chamber, Reich 
theology 

Thieme, Emma 

Thierack, Otto-Georg 
Thingspiel (‘meeting-play’ ) 
Third Republic (France) 
Thirty Years’ War 
Thomson, Joseph John 


Three Little Pigs, The (Disney cartoon) 
Thuringia 
Thyssen, Fritz 
Tietz, Hermann 
Tietz, Leonard 
Tietz, Oscar 
Tietz, Ursula 
Times, The (London) 
Tobis, film company 
Todt, Fritz 
Toscanini, Arturo 
tourism, commercial; see also Strength Through Joy 
trade 
Trade Treaty Association 
trade unions 
brownshirts raid trade union offices 
arrests 
loyalists 
Social Democratic-oriented 
takeover by Nazi Labour Front 
and Ley 
tramps 
transport; see also motorways; railway system 
Trapp, Max 
treasury bonds 
Tremel-Eggert, Kuni 
Treuchtlingen 
Trier 
Triumph of the Will (film) 
Troost, Paul Ludwig 


Trossingen, Swabia 

Trott zu Solz, Adam von 

Trunk, Hans 

Trustees of Labour 

Trustees of Labour, Law on 
Tschirschky-Bogendorf, Giinther 
tubal ligation 


Turkey 


UFA film company 
Ukraine 
Ulbricht, Walter 
Ullstein Publishing Company 
unemployed, the (‘work-shy’) 
unemployment 
fall in 
Unemployment Insurance and Jobs, Reich Office for 
Ungewitter, Richard 
United States of America 
Krebs emigrates to 
Hindemith emigrates 
Jehovah’s Witnesses 
Hitler envisages titanic clash with 
compulsory sterilization in 
compulsory castration 
Jewish immigrants 
Jews to be held hostage to deter USA from entering war 
United Steelworks 
Universal, film company 
universities 
decline of German universities, 
Untermassfeld prison 
Uruguay 


vagrants 

Valtin, Jan see Krebs, Richard 
van der Lubbe, Marinus 
Van Gogh, Vincent 

Vatican ; see also Papacy 
Veldenstein Castle 
Venezuela 

Venice 

Venice Film festival 

Verdi, Giuseppe 

Versailles, Treaty of (1919) 


restrictions 

repudiation of 

nationalist resentment 

Niemédller rejects 

disarmament clauses 

international sympathy for revision of 

German pride in wiping out 
veterinary surgeons 
Veterinary Surgeons, Reich Association of German 
Vienna 


Viernstein, Theodor 

village communities 

Vlaminck, Maurice 

Vogelsang Castle 

Volkswagen (People’s Car; previously ‘Strength Through Joy car’) 
Voluntary Labour Service 

Vossian Newspaper (Vossische Zeitung) 

Vulkan shipyard, Stettin 


Wackerle, Hilmar, camp commandant 
wages 

Wagner, Adolf 

Wagner, Cosima 

Wagner, Gerhard 

Wagner, Richard 

Wagner, Senator Robert 
Wagner, Siegfried 

Wagner, Winifred 
Wahnfried House, Bayreuth 
Walter, Bruno 

Wandervogel 
Wanne-Eickel 

Wannsee 

War, Reich Ministry of 
Warburg, Frederic 
Warburg, Max 
Warnemiinde 


Warner Brothers, film company 
Wartenburg, Count Peter Yorck von 
Washington, D.C. 
Webern, Anton von 
Wedekind, Frank 
Weekly Review (Wochenschau) 
Weill, Kurt: Threepenny Opera 
Weimar Republic 
Germany’s first attempt at democracy 
creation of 
constitution 
Reich President 
and Versailles 
Jews in 
prison service 
political police 
cinema 
radio 
Nazi songs and verses in 
workers’ theatre movement 
Expressionism 
Strauss condemns 
antisemitism 
conflicts 
NiemOller opposes 
education 
Stark and 
and history 
housing 
inflation and unemployment 
class antagonisms and hostilities 
labour policy 
popular culture 
welfare system 
and homosexuality 
Weiss, Wilhelm 
Weizsdcker, Ernst von 
welfare system see also social welfare 


Wenger, Alois 

Werner, Paul 

Wertheim, Abraham 

Wertheim, Georg 

Wertheim, Ida 

Wertheim department stores 

Wessel, Horst 

West German Observer (Westdeutscher Beobachter) 
West Wall (Siegfried Line) 
Westerplatte (Danzig) 

Westheim, Paul 

Westphalia 

white-collar workers see middle class 
Wildenstein, Daniel (art dealer) 
Wilhelm, Crown Prince of Germany 


Wilhelm, Kaiser 

birthday celebration 
Wilhelm, Prince of Hesse 
Wilmersdorf 
Wilson, President Woodrow 
Wilson, Sir Horace 
Windsor, Duke and Duchess of 
Winter Aid Programme of the German People 
Wisliceny, Dieter 
Wismar 
Witzleben, Major-General Erwin von 
Wohrmeier, Mayor 
Wolf, Netter and Jacobi company 
Wolfen 
Wolfenbiittel gaol 
Wolff, Otto 
Wolff’s Telegraph Office 
Wollheim, Gerd 
women 

education 

suffrage 

expected to stay at home 


in the labour supply 

and Strength Through Joy 

mothers for the Reich 
Woolworth’s 
working class 

Nazi Party members 

Heckert on 

and denunciations 

intimidation of 

see also Communist Party of Germany 
‘work-shy’ see unemployed 
World Stage, The (Die Weltiihne) 
Woyrsch, Udo von 
Wurm, Bishop Theophil 
Wurttemberg 
Wiirttemberg-Hohenzollern 
Wiirzburg 


Young Plan 
Yugoslavia 


Ziegler, Adolf 
Ziegler, Hans Severus 
Ziegler, Wilhelm 
Zillig, Winfried 
Zionism 

Zoberlein, Hans 
Zurich 

Zweig, Arnold 
Zweig, Stefan 
Zwickau 


FOR MORE FROM RICHARD J. EVANS, LOOK FOR THE 


There is no story in twentieth-century history more important to understand 
than Hitler’s rise to power and the collapse of civilization in Nazi Germany. A 
masterful synthesis of a vast body of scholarly work integrated with important 
new research and interpretations, Evans’s history restores drama and 
contingency to the rise to power of Hitler and the Nazis, even as it shows how 
ready Germany was by the early 1930s for such a takeover to occur. The 
Coming of the Third Reich is a masterwork of the historian’s art and the book 
by which all others on the subject will be judged. 


The Coming of the Third Reich 


“Will long remain the definitive English-language account. ... An impressive 
achievement.”—The Atlantic Monthly 
ISBN 0-14-303469-3 


Death in Hamburg 
Society and Politics in the Cholera Years, 1830-1910 
Why were nearly 10,000 people killed in six weeks in Hamburg while most of 
Europe was left almost unscathed? In his acclaimed study of the great cholera 
epidemic of 1892, Richard J. Evans explains that it was largely because the 
town was a “free city” within Germany, governed by the “English” ideals of 
laissez-faire. The absence of an effective public-health policy combined with 
ill-founded medical theories and the miserable living conditions of the poor to 
create a scene ripe for tragedy. The story of the cholera years is, in Richard 
Evans’s hands, tragically revealing of the age’s social inequalities and 
governmental pitilessness and incompetence; it also offers disquieting 
parallels with the world’s public-health landscape today. 
ISBN 0-14-303636-X 
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1. Hitler keeps the workers at a safe distance: speaking at the Mayday 
celebrations on the Tempelhof field in Berlin, 1935, the Nazi leader is 
protected by a security cordon of SS bodyguards. 


2. Brownshirt leader Ernst R6hm, posing as a bureaucrat, seated at his desk at 
home in 1933. The artwork on the wall behind him gives a good idea of his 
taste. 


3. Heinrich Himmler, Reich Leader of the SS, tries his skill with a pistol at the 
police shooting range in Berlin-Wannsee in 1934. 


4. Hitler taking the salute at a march-past of the Order Police during the 
Nuremberg Party Rally in September 1937. 


5. Reinhard Heydrich, head of the SS Security Service, poses for a portrait 
photo. 


6. Prisoners of the Flossenbiirg concentration camp, reserved especially for 
‘asocials’ and ‘criminals’, working at the quarry that supplied stones for 
Albert Speer’s public buildings. 


7. Leni Riefenstahl tries out a camera angle for her film Triumph of the Will at 
the Nuremberg Party Rally in 1934. 
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8. ‘The whole of Germany hears the Leader with the People’s Receiver’: 
advertisement for cheap radio sets that could only receive broadcasts from 


domestic stations. 
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9. Actor Emil Jannings (right) towers over ‘the little doctor’, Propaganda 
Minister Joseph Goebbels (left), during a break at the Salzburg Festival in 


1938. 


10. Erst Barlach’s Magdeburg War Memorial, 1929; it was removed from 
display in the Cathedral by the Nazis as unpatriotic. 


11. The preferred style of Nazi art: Arno Breker’s ‘Readiness’, shown at the 
Great German Art Exhibition in 1938. 


12. Albert Speer’s German pavilion at the Paris World Exposition in 1937; it 
was likened by one critic to a crematorium and its chimney. 
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13. ‘Degenerate Music: A Reckoning by State Counsellor Dr H. S. Ziegler’. 
Front cover of the booklet accompanying the exhibition, attempting to portray 
jazz as both Jewish and black, and therefore racially degenerate, the 
exhibition was not a success. 


14. Monsignor Caccia Dominioni, the Papal Maestro di Camera, flanked by 
German and Vatican officials, about to take Hermann Goring into an audience 
with Pope Pius XI on 12 April 1933, as part of negotiations for the Concordat. 


15. ‘Adolf Hitler’s Young People enrol in the Non-Denominational School’. 
Placard urging parents to take their children out of Church-run education. 


16. ‘If all young Germans looked like this, we would have no need to fear for 
the future.’ Children in a primary school class in 1939. 


17. Education Minister Bernhard Rust, photographed on 3 August 1935, 
attempting in vain to look decisive. 
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18. ‘Young People serve the Leader: All ten-year-olds into the Hitler Youth.’ 
The Party intensifies its campaign to make all young Germans join the 
organization, 1936. 


19. Hitler Youth camp in Nuremberg, 8 August 1934: the vast scale and 
military organization of such camps did not satisfy young people looking for 
freedom, adventure, communion with nature, and other traditional goals of the 


youth movement. 


20. The modernism of the Autobahn: a motorway bridge in the 1930S. 
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21. Fritz Todt, the Nazis’ chief engineer, rewards workers on the West Wall 
fortifications. Many workers were drafted into the project against their will. 
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22.The Daimler-Benz automobile company boasts of its success under the 
Third Reich, 1936. 
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23. ‘Your Strength Through Joy car’: a young German couple, the man at the 
wheel, going for a spin in a Volkswagen beetle, built by Ferdinand Porsche 
from an original design by Adolf Hitler. 

In fact, no production models came off the assembly-line until after the war. 


Prete OF Panals 


SIMPLICISSIMUS | 


24. ‘If this happened, one would not have to fear any measures of self-defence 
on the part of Germany.’ Cartoon in a once-independent satirical magazine, 11 
March 1934, designed to advertise Germany’s defensive weakness but also 
testifying to widespread fears about the effects of aerial bombardment. 
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Gertrud hat’s verftanden. 


25. ‘A people helps itself: Gertrud’s understood it.’ A family eating the 
obligatory Sunday stew or ‘one-pot meal’, as shown in a school reading 
primer in 1939. 


26. The hall at Hermann Goring’s modest rural hunting-lodge, Carinhall. 
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27. The ideal of peasant family life: ‘Harvest’, by Karl Alexander Fliigel, 
shown at the Great German Art Exhibition in 1938. 
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28. Workers refuse to conform: clad in traditional full-dress uniforms, the 


coalminers at Penzberg, in Bavaria, show their disdain for Nazi ceremonial by 
failing to render the Hitler salute in the approved manner; a formation of 
Hitler Youth near the back shows how it should be done, but the miners pay 
no attention. 
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29. ‘Here you are sharing the load. A hereditarily sick person costs on average 
50,000 Reichsmarks up to the age of 60.’ A poster of 1935 shows a healthy 
German bearing the burden of keeping the mentally ill in institutions such as 
the one in the background. Such propaganda aimed to persuade people of the 
need to sterilize the mentally handicapped, and eventually to kill them. 
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30. ‘The decline in marital fertility: of married women aged 15-4 5 , every 
third one had a live-born child in 1900, every fourth in 1910, every seventh in 
1925, and every eighth in 1930.’ Propaganda illustration from 1933, urging 
Germans to have more children. 

31. Parading of a couple accused of ‘race defilement’: the placard around the 
woman’s neck reads: ‘I am the biggest swine in town and choose/only ever to 
go with Jews.’ The man’s placard reads: ‘As a Jewish boy I’m always sure/to 
let only German girls through my door.’ Such scenes, staged by brownshirts 
like those in the background, were commonplace before the passage of the 
Nuremberg Laws in 1935. 


32. Racial research in a Gypsy camp in 1933: Eva Justin, an assistant of 
Robert Ritter, the leading Nazi expert in the field, measures a woman’s head 
as part of a survey of the supposed racial characteristics of the Gypsies. 
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33. ‘Jews enter the place at their own peril!’ Banner over the road leading to 
Rottach-Egern, on Lake Tegern, in Bavaria, in 1935. Many towns and villages 
put up similar notices around this time, removing them for a while in 1936 to 
avoid bad publicity during the Winter and Summer Olympic Games. 


34. The morning after the pogrom of the ‘Reich Night of Broken Glass’, 10 
November 1938: a passer-by surveys the damage to a Jewish-owned shop in 
Berlin while the owners try to clear up the mess. 


35. Hitler’s deputy Rudolf Hess, on the right, with his increasingly influential 
subordinate Martin Bormann, in Berlin, 1935. 


36. The aftermath of the Saarland plebiscite, 1935: children give the Nazi 
salute beneath a canopy of swastikas. 


37. Rhinelanders greet the German army as it enters the demilitarized zone on 
7 March 1936. Amidst the rejoicing, some of them are rendering the Nazi 
salute. 


38. Members of the Condor Legion at Gijo harbour, leaving Spain on their 
way to Germany, 3 June 1939, after successfully intervening on behalf of 
Generalissimo Franco in the civil war. 
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39. A German soldier is overwhelmed by the euphoric welcome given to his 
armoured car unit by Austrian girls when it reaches Vienna, 21 March 1938. 


40. The other side of the picture: Viennese Jews are forced to scrub pro- 


Austrian graffiti off the street in March 1938, in front of cheering crowds, 
including many children. 
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41. The handshake that sealed the fate of Poland: Stalin and Ribbentrop agree 


on the country’s partition on 24 August 1939. Ten days later, the Second 
World War began. 


